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"It is impossible to exaggerate the significance 
of the new series of biblical commentaries 
which Fortress Press is producing under the 
title Hermenaia. This series will surely 
constitute a milestone in American publishing." 
W. D. Davies. The Divinity School. 

Duke University 

"Hermenaia promises to surpass any 
biblical commentary series thus far produced. 
The international and interconfessional 
character of the contributors will enable this 
commentary to provide a wide and healthy 
perspective in biblical interpretation.” 

Roland E. Murphy, O. Carm., 

Duke University 

"The authors represent not only the best 
scholarship of our period but they also have 
the kind of interpretive energy and creativeness 
that will influence significantly the whole field 
of biblical studies and the study of religion 
in this country and elsewhere." 

Amos N. Wilder. The Divinity School, 

Flarvard University. Emeritus 

"We have for too long been lacking a com¬ 
mentary series with adequate historical, 
critical and history of religions material. The 
undertaking of the project of filling this need 
is in itself a genuine accomplishment." 

Gerhard Friedrich, Kiel University and 
editor. Theologisches Worterbuch zum 
Neuen Testament 

"I endorse Hermeneia enthusiastically. 

Once again a momentous commentary in 
the English language is in production.” 

Claus Westermann, 

Fleidelberg University 

"Hermeneia . . . will bring to serious students 
of the Old and New Testaments, as well as to 
pastors and ministers, the critical guide needed 
for their biblical work." 

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S. S. 

Catholic University of America 

". . naturally I am enthusiastic." 

Raymond E. Brown 
Union Theological Seminary 



"You have a strong team, and the assurance 
of success lies just there." 

Henry Chadwick, Regius Professor of 
Divinity and Dean of Christ Church, 

Oxford 

"I see the great importance of the plan for an 
edition of the biblical commentary, 

Hermeneia 

David Flusser, 

Hebrew University, Jerusalem 

. . the Hermeneia series has a strong 
claim on being a trailblazer for the Spirit. It is 
my hope that the series will be a vehicle of 
renewal in the life of the church and in our 
own lives." 

Krister Stendahl, 

Harvard University 

"Biblical studies should receive from this 
project significant encouragement and in- 
vigoration. It comes at a time when there is 
an increasing interest in the scholarly 
understanding of the Bible." 

Herbert G. May, 

The Divinity School, Vanderbilt University, 
Emeritus 

"Our students are in desperate need for an 
up-to-date critical commentary.” 

Glenn W. Barker, 

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary 

"I am impressed by the quality of the com¬ 
mentaries which this series proposes to make 
available in English." 

George Johnston, 

McGill University 

"As I see our Swedish situation I am led to be 
eager for the writing and publication of this 
series." 

Lars Hartman, 

Uppsala University 

"I welcome the fact that the series will include 
commentaries on related extra-biblical 
writings." 

Jacob Jervell, 

Oslo University 
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BELOVED, LET US LOVE ONE 
ANOTHER, BECAUSE LOVE IS 
FROM GOD; EVERYONE 
WHO LOVES IS BORN OF GOD 
AND KNOWS GOD. 

— 1 JOHN 4:7 
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Foreword 


The name Hermeneia, Greek epfir/vda, has been chosen as the title of the commen¬ 
tary series to which this volume belongs. The word Hermeneia has a rich background 
in the history of biblical interpretation as a term used in the ancient Greek-speaking 
world for the detailed, systematic exposition of a scriptural work. It is hoped that the 
series, like its name, will carry forward this old and venerable tradition. A second, 
entirely practical reason for selecting the name lies in the desire to avoid a long 
descriptive title and its inevitable acronym, or worse, an unpronounceable 
abbreviation. 

The series is designed to be a critical and historical commentary to the Bible 
without arbitrary limits in size or scope. It will utilize the full range of philological 
and historical tools, including textual criticism (often slighted in modern commen¬ 
taries), the methods of the history of tradition (including genre and prosodic 
analysis), and the history of religion. 

Hermeneia is designed for the serious student of the Bible. It will make full use of 
ancient Semitic and classical languages; at the same time, English translations of all 
comparative materials—Greek, Latin, Canaanite, or Akkadian—will be supplied 
alongside the citation of the source in its original language. Insofar as possible, the 
aim is to provide the student or scholar with full critical discussion of each problem 
of interpretation and with the primary data upon which the discussion is based. 

Hermeneia is designed to be international and interconfessional in the selection of 
authors; its editorial boards were formed with this end in view. Occasionally the 
series will offer translations of distinguished commentaries which originally 
appeared in languages other than English. Published volumes of the series will be 
revised continually, and eventually, new commentaries will replace older works in 
order to preserve the currency of the series. Commentaries are also being assigned 
for important literary works in the categories of apocryphal and pseudepigraphical 
works relating to the Old and New Testaments, including some of Essene or Gnostic 
authorship. 

The editors of Hermeneia impose no systematic-theological perspective upon the 
series (directly, or indirectly by selection of authors). It is expected that authors will 
struggle to lay bare the ancient meaning of a biblical work or pericope. In this way 
the text’s human relevance should become transparent, as is always the case in 
competent historical discourse. However, the series eschews for itself homiletical 
translation of the Bible. 

The editors are heavily indebted to Fortress Press for its energy and courage in 
taking up an expensive, long-term project, the rewards of which will accrue chiefly 
to the field of biblical scholarship. 

The editor responsible for this volume is Harold W. Attridge of the University ol 
Notre Dame. 

Frank Moore Cross Helmut Koester 

For the Old Testament For the New Testament 

Editorial Board Editorial Board 

xi 



Preface 


This new edition of the commentary on the Johannine Letters cannot be released 
without an acknowledgment of respect and gratitude to Rudolf Bultmann, my 
teacher at Marburg in 1949-1950. To him 1 owe the theological standards I apply 
to the exegesis of the New Testament. That will be clear from the following inter¬ 
pretation, which makes reference more often than is usually the case to the previous 
edition, the mature work of Rudolf Bultmann completed in 1967. My interpretation 
is made in a spirit both of critical acceptance and critical distance, and attempts to 
unfold the Johannine writings not so much by means of detailed literary-critical 
dissection as from a redaction-critical point of view, in order to remain aware of the 
vitality of the oral tradition as it is revealed in the Johannine “school,” not least 
through the discussions that took place there. In my essays “Die Anfange der johan- 
neischen Schule” (1986) and “Chiliasm and Docetism in thejohannine School” 
(1990), I presented a preliminary sketch of these matters. Above all, I seek critical 
readers who are open-minded enough to question traditional positions. 

It is true of this commentary on thejohannine Letters, as it has been of all the 
volumes produced in the “Kritisch-exegetischer Kommentar uber das Neue 
Testament” since its founding, that its proper goal is not scholarly discussion, but 
the unity of theory and praxis in service of the church’s preaching. In this connec¬ 
tion, the description of the first letter of John by the reformer Martin Luther may 
not only receive acknowledgment, but may also find an expansive interpretation: 
that this “honest, apostolic epistle paints Christ for us in a beautiful and loving way; 
for it is a glorious treasure-house of many spiritual and heavenly truths.” 

It is my pleasant duty at this point also to thank those whose advice aided me in 
the preparation of the German edition: Pastor Klaus Fricke, retired, in Gottingen- 
Nikolausberg; and my former assistant, Friedrich Wilhelm Horn, Th.D., now 
Professor of New Testament at the University of Duisburg. My special thanks to 
Professor Linda Maloney, who took on the arduous task of preparing the English 
translation and exercised great care in bringing it to completion. She was kind 
enough also to incorporate necessary additions to the German edition, including the 
correction of typographical errors and inadvertent omissions, so that this American 
edition has been brought in line with the latest stale of research to the fullest extent 
possible. 


Gottingen 
15 January 1993 


Georg Strecher 
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Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, 
trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1964) xvi-xl. Abbreviations in text- 
critical notes follow the Nestle-Aland, 26th edition 
(Eberhard Nestle, Erwin Nestle, Kurt Aland, et al., 
Novum Testamentum Graece [Stuttgart: Deutsche 
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AnBib 
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ANRW 
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Apoc. Mos. 
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Apocalypse of Peter 
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Apocalypse of Zephaniah 
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Aristotle 

Second Apocalypse of James (NHC 
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Nicomachean Ethics 
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Rhetorica 
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As. Mos. 

Assumption of Moses 

ASNU 

Acta seininarii neotestamcntici 
upsaliensis 
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AThANT 

Abhandlungen zur Theologie 
des Alten und Neuen 
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AUSS 

Andrews University Seminary 
Studies 

b. 

Babylonian Talmud 

BAGD 

W. Bauer, W. F. Arndt, F. W. 


2 Bar. 

Gingrich, and F. W. Danker, A 

Grceh-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament 

Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch 

BAW 

Bibliolhek der Alien Welt 

BBB 

Bonner biblische Beitrage 

BBET 

Beitrage zur biblischen Exegese 

BDF 

und Theologie 

F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and 

BDR 

Robert W. Funk, A Grammar of 
the Neic Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 
1961) 

F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and F. 

Ber. 

Rehkamp, Grammatik des 
neutestamentlichen Griechisch 
Berakot (tractate of Mishna and 

BEThL 

Talmud) 

Bibliotheca ephemeridum theo- 

BEvTh 

logicarum Lovaniensium 
Beitrage zur evangelischen 

BFCTh 

Theologie 

Beitrage zur Forderung 

BGU 

christlicher Theologie 

Agyptische Urkunden aus den Kgl. 

BHTh 

Mu seen zu Berlin 

Beitrage zur historischen 

Bib 

Theologie 

Biblica 

BJRL 

Bulletin of the John Rylands 

BJS 

University Library of Manchester 
Brown Judaic Studies 

BKV 

Bibliothek der Kirchenvater 

BSac 

Bibliotheca sacra 

BT 

The Bible Translator 

BTB 

Biblical Theology Bulletin 

BU 

Biblische Untersuclmngen 

BZ 

Biblische Zeitschrift 

BZNW 

Beihefte zur ZNW 

CBQ 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly 

CBSC 

Cambridge Bible for Schools 

CChr 

and Colleges 

Corpus Chrislianorutn 

CD 

The Cairo (Geni/a Text of the) 

Chrysostom 

Horn, in Joh. 

Damascus (Document) 

Homilies on John 

GIG 

Corpus inscriptionum grace a rum 

I Clem. 

The First Epistle of Clement 

2 Clem. 

The Second Epistle of Clement 

Clement of Alexandria 

Div. 

Quis Dives Salvetur 

Exc. Theod. 

Excerpt a ex Theodoto 

Hyp. 

Hypotyposeis 


XV 


Paed. 

Paedagogus 

Strom. 

Stromata 

CNEB 

Cambridge Bible Commentary 

CNT 

on the New English Bible 
Commentaire du Nouveau 

Con NT 

Testament 

Coniectanea Neotestamentica 

Corp. Herm. 

Corpus Hermelicum 

CR 

Corpus reformatorum 

CSCO 

Corpus scriptorum christian- 

CSEL 

orum orientalium 

Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasti- 

CuBi 

corum latinorum 

Cultura biblica 

DBM 

AeArio Bt/9Auuv McAera)!' 

DBSup 

Dictionnaire de la Bible, 

Did. 

Supplement 

Didache 

Dio Chrysostom 

Or. 

Orationes 

Diogenes Laertius 
Vit. phil. 

Vitae philosophorum 

Diogn. 

Epistle to Diognetus 

DRev 

Downside Review 

DT 

Divus Thomas 

EB 

Echter Bibel 

EdF 

Ertrage der Forschung 

EDNT 

Horst Balz and Gerhard 

EeV 

Schneider, eds., Exegetical 
Dictionary of the New Testament 
Esprit et Vie 

EKKNT 

Evangelisch-katholischer 

EKL 

Kommentar zum Neuen 

Testament 

Evangelisches Kirchenlexihon 

I Enoch 

Ethiopic Enoch 

Ep 

Epistola(e) 

Ep. Arist. 

Epistle of Aristeas 

Epictetus 

Diss. 

Dissertationes 

Epiphanius 

Pan. 

Panarion 

EstBib 

Estudios biblicos 

EtB 

Etudes bibliques 

EThL 

Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses 

Euripides 

Cycl. 

Cyclops 

Iph. T. 

Iphigeneia at Tauris 

Phoen. 

Phoenician Women 

Eusebius 

Dem. Ev. 

Demonstratio evangelica 

Hist. eccl. 

Historic ecclesiastica 

Praep. Ev. 

Praeparatio evangelica 

EvQ 

Evangelical Quarterly 

EvTh 

Evangelische Theologie 

EWNT 

Horst Balz and Gerhard 

Exp. 

Schneider, eds., Exegetisches 
Worterbuch turn Neuen Testament 
The Expositor 


ExpT 

Expository Times 

fr g 

fragment 

FRLANT 

Forschungen zur Religion und 
Literatur des Alten und Neuen 
Testaments 

FThSt 

Freiburger theologische Studien 

FTS 

Frankfurter theologische 

Studien 

FZPhTh 

Freibu rge r Zei tsch rift fix r 
Philosophie und Theologie 

CCS 

Griechische christliche Schrift- 
steller der ersten drei 
Jahrhunderte 

GKT 

Grundkurs Theologie 

CNT 

Grundrisse zum Neuen 
Testament 

Cos. Phil. 

Gospel of Philip (NHC 2, 3) 

Gos. Thom. 

Gospel of Thomas (NHC 2, 2) 

GThA 

Gottinger Theologische 

Arbeiten 

GuL 

Geist und Leben 

Herm. 

Shepherd of Hermas 

Man. 

Mandates 

Sim. 

Similitudes 

Vis. 

Visions 

HeTr 

Hippolytus 

Helps for Translators 

Ref 

Refutation of All Heresies 

HKAW 

Handbuch der klassischen 
Altertumswissenschaft 

HKNT 

Handkommentar zum Neuen 

Testament 

HNT 

Handbuch zum Neuen 
Testament 

HNTC 

Homer 

Harper’s New Testament 
Commentaries 

II. 

Iliad 

Od. 

Odyssey 

HSNT 

Die Heilige Schrift des Neuen 
Testaments 

HThKNT 

Herders theologischer 
Kommentar zum Neuen 

Testament 

HUT 

Hermeneutische 
Untersuchungen zur Theologie 

Hyp. Arch. 

Hypoatasis of the Archons (NHC 2, 

4) 

IB 

Interpreter's Bible 

ICC 

Ignatius 

International Critical Commen¬ 
tary 

Eph. 

Letter to the Ephesians 

Magn. 

Letter to the Magnesians 
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Rom. 
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The Jerome Biblical Commentary 
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Journal of Biblical Literature 

JEA 
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Jos. Asen. 

Josephus 
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Ant. 

Antiquities of the Jews 
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Bell. 

Bellum Judaicum (The Jewish 
War) 

JPTh 

Jahrbiicher fur protestantische 
Theologie 

JSHRZ 
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I Apol. 
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Dial. 
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KD 

Kerygma und Dogma 
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Marl. Pol. 
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Neue kirchliche Zeitschrift 

NovT 
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P. Ryl, 
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K. Preisendanz, ed., Papyri 
graecae magicae 
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Philologus 
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Abr. 

De Abrahamo 

Agrir. 

De agricultura 

Cher. 

De cherubim 

Conf. ling. 
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Del. pot. ins. 
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solet 

Deus imm. 

Quod Deus sit immutabilis 

Ebr. 

De ebrietate 

Flacc. 
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Fug. 

De fuga et inventione 

Gig. 

De gigantibus 

Jos. 

De Josepho 

Leg. all. 

Legum allegoriae 

Leg. Gaj. 

Legatio ad Gajum 

Migr. Abr. 

De migratione Abrahami 

Mut. nom. 

De mutatione nominum 

Op. mun. 
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Poster. C. 
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Praem. poen. 

De praemiis et poenis 

Q. Exod. 
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Q. Gen. 
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Sobr. 
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Spec. leg. 
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Virt. 

De virtutibus 

Vit. Mos. 
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Nem. 
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Pylh. 

Pythian Odes 

PL 

Migne, Patrologia latina 

Plato 

Leg. 

Leges (Laws) 

Prot. 

Protagoras 

Rep. 

Republic 

Theael. 

Theaetetus 

Tim. 

Timaeus 

Plotinus 

Enn. 

Enneads 

Plutarch 

Ei Delph. 

De Ei apud Delphos 

Is. et Os. 

De Iside et Osiride 

Quaest. Rom. 

Quaestiones Romanae 

Stoic, rep. 

De Stoicorum repugnantiis 

Polycarp 

Phil 

Letter to the Philippians 
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Ps-Clem. Ep. 

Pseudoclementine Homilies, 
Introductory Epistle 
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Pseudoclementine Homilies 
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Pseudoclementine Recognitions 

Def. 

Definitions 

Ps. Sol. 

Ps.-Tertullian 

Psalms of Solomon 

Adv. haer. 
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Qumran 
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Thanksgiving Hymns from 
Qumran Cave 1 
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Milhamah (War Scroll) from 
Qumran Cave 1 

lQpHab 

Pesher on Habakkuk from 
Qumran Cave 1 
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Manual of Discipline from 
Qumran Cave 1 

IQSa 

Appendix A to IQS 

2QFIor 
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Cave 2 

4QTestim 

Testimonia from Qumran 
Cave 4 

QD 

Quaestiones disputatae 

RAC 

Reallexikon fur Antike und 
Christentum 

RB 

Revue biblique 

RechBib 

Recherches bibliques 

RechSR 

Recherches de science religieuse 

RefR 

Reformation Review 

RevExp 

Review and Expositor 

RGG 

Religion in Geschichte und 
Gegenwart (2d ed.; Tubingen: 
Mohr [Siebeck], 1927-32; 3d 
ed., 1957-62) 

RHPhR 

Revue d’histoire et de philosophie 
religieuses 

RivB 

Rivista biblica 

RNT 

Regensburger Neues Testament 

RQ 

Romische Quartalschriftfur 
christliche Altertumskunde und 

K i rchengesch ich te 

RSV 

Rexnsed Standard Version 

RThom 

Revue thomiste 

RVV 

Religionsgeschichtliche 

Versuche und Vorarbeiten 

SANT 

Studien zum Alten und Neuen 

Testament 

SBEc 

Studio biblica et ecclesiastica 

SBFLA 

Studii biblicifranciscani liber 
annuus 

SBJ 

La sainte bible de Jerusalem 

SBLDS 

SBL Dissertation Series 

SB (PC) 

La sainte bible. Published under 
the general direction of Louis 
Pirot and continued by A. 
Clamer 
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Stuttgarter Bibelstudien 

SBT 

Studies in Biblical Theology 

SC 

Sources chretiennes 
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Studia ad corpus hellenisticum 
Novi Testamenti 
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Ben. 

De benefidis 
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Epistulae morales 

Prav. 

De providentia 

Sextus Empiricus 


Adv. log. 

Adversus logicos 

Adv. math. 

Adversus mathematicos 

Sib. Or. 

Sibylline Oracles 

Sipra Lev. 

Sipra on Leviticus 

Sipra Num. 

Sipra on Numbers 

Sip re Deut. 

Sipre on Deuteronomy 

SJT 

Scottish Journal of Theology 

SNT 

Schriften des Neuen Testaments 

SNTSMS 

Society for New Testament 
Studies Monograph Series 

Sophocles 


Phil. 

Philoctetes 

SPAW.PH 

Sitzungsberichte der 
preussischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. Philosophisch- 
historische Klasse 

StB 

Studia Biblica 

SlEv 

Stobaeus 

Studia evangelica 

Eel. 

Ecloge 

StPal 

Studia Patavina 

StPatr 

Studia Patristica 

Str-B 

H. Strack and P. Billerbeck, 
Kommentar zum Neuen Testament 

SUNT 

Studien zur Umwelt des Neuen 

Testaments 

SVF 

Johannes von Arnim, Stoicorwn 
veterum fragmenta 

SWJT 

Southwestern Journal of Theology 

T. 12 Pat. 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs 

T. Benj. 

Testament of Benjamin 

T. Dan 

Testament of Dan 

T. Iss. 

Testament of Issachar 

T.Jud. 

Testament of Judah 

T. Naph. 

Testament of Naphtali 

T. Reub. 

Testament of Reuben 

T. Sim. 

Testament of Simeon 

T. Zeb. 

Testament of Zebulon 

TBC 

Torch Bible Commentaries 

TBLNT 

Lothar Coenen, et al., eds., 
Theologisches Begriffslexikon zum 
Neuen Testament (ET: New 
International Dictionary of Neu' 
Testament Theology, ed. Colin 
Brown [3 vols., Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1975-78]) 

TDNT 

G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds., 
Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament 


TDOT 

Tertullian 

G. J. Botterweck and H. 

Ringgren, eds., Theological 
Dictionary of the Old Testament 

Ad mart. 

Ad mar tyros 

Adv. Marc. 

Adversus Marcionem 

Adv. Prax. 

Adversus Praxean 

Bapt. 

De baptismo 

Idol. 

De idololatria 

Pud. 

De pudicitia 

Scorp. 

Scorpiace 

Tg■ 

Targum 

ThBil 

Theologische Biicherei 

THBW 

Theologisch-homiletisches 

Bibelwerk 

Theoph 

Theophaneia 

ThGI 

Theologie und Glaube 

ThHKNT 

Theologischer Handkommentar 
zum Neuen Testament 

Thjb 

Theologische Jahrbiicher 
(Tubingen) 

ThLZ 

Theologische Literaturzeitung 

ThQ 

Theologische Quartalschrift 

ThR 

Theologische Rundschau 

ThSt 

Theologische Studien (Munich) 

ThStK 

Theologische Studien und Kritiken 

ThWAT 

G. J. Botterweck and H. 
Ringgren, eds., Theologisches 
Worterbuch zum Alien Testament 

ThWNT 

G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds., 
Theologisches Worterbuch zum 
Neuen Testament 

TNTC 

Tyndale New Testament 
Commentaries 

TRE 

Theologische Realenzyklopadie 

TS 

Theological Studies 

TThZ 

Trierer theologische Zeitschrift 

TU 

Texte und Untersuchungen zur 
Geschichte der altchristlichen 

Literatur 

TZ 

Theologische Zeitschrift 

UCB 

Urchristliche Botschaft 

UNT 

Untersuchungen zum Neuen 
Testament 

VC 

Vigiliae christianae 

VD 

Verbum Domini 

VF 

Verkilndigung und Forschung 

VL 

Vetus Latina 

v.l. 

varia lectio (variant reading) 

VS 

Verbum salutis 

VT 

Vetus Testamentum 

WA 

M. Luther, Kritische Gesamtaus- 
gabe (= “Weimar" edition) 

WBC 

Word Biblical Commentary 

WMANT 

Wissenschaftliche 

Monographien zum Alten und 
Neuen Testament 

WTJ 

Westminster Theological Journal 
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Wissenschaftliche 

Untersueh ungen zum Neuen 
Testament 

ZNW 

Zeitschrift filr die neutestamentliche 
Wissenschaft und die Kunde der 
itlteren K ire he 

Xenophon 


ZP 

Zauberpapyri 

Hell. 

Hellenica 

ZThK 

Zeitschrift filr Theologie und Kirche 

Mem. 

Memorabilia Socratis 

ZWTh 

Zeitschrift filr wissenschaftliche 

Resp. Lac. 

y- 

ZBK 

ZKG 

ZKTh 

Respublica Lacadaemoniorum 
Talmud Yerushalmi, Jerusalem 
Talmud 

Zurcher Bibelkommentar 

Zeitschrift filr Kirchengeschichte 
Zeitschrift fur hatholische Theologie 


Theologie 
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The English translation of thejohannine Epistles is based 
on the German translation of Professor Strecker and 
reflects his exegetical decisions. Other biblical texts are 
usually from the New Revised Standard Version. Quota¬ 
tions from Latin and Greek authors, except where noted, 
follow the texts and translations of the Loeb Classical 
Library or other standard editions. Translations of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls are normally from Geza Vermes, The 
Dead Sea Scrolls in English (3d ed.; London: Penguin, 
1987). 

The endpapers display the opening page of 1 John 
from Marin Luther’s “September Bible" of 1522. They 
are provided courtesy of The John Work Garrett 
Library of The Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, 
Maryland. 



Introduction 


1. Patristic Witnesses 

The light of historical tradition falls relatively early on at 
least part of the Johannine writings. The letter of 
Polycarp of Smyrna (died 156) to the Philippians (7.1) 
already has an indirect citation: “For ‘whosoever does 
not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is 
antichrist’; and whosoever does not confess the testimony 
of the cross ‘is of the devil’ (etc rot 8ta/3oAou); and 
whosoever perverts the sayings of the Lord to suit [that 
one’s] own lusts (irpos ras (Stas imdvfiias) and says there 
[is] neither resurrection nor judgment—such a one is the 
firstborn of Satan (7rp<ororoxds ccrn rot <rarai/a)." At this 
point Polycarp is no doubt referring to 1 John 4:2-3, 
according to which “every spirit that confesses that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh is from God,” and laying the 
responsibility for rejection of this confession on the spirit 
of the “antichrist.” In addition, the words imQvpia and 
btafioKos seem to be borrowed from 1 John. 1 

While other possible connections to contemporary or 
earlier literature, such as 1 Clement , 2 the Didache , 3 
Ignatius of Antioch, 4 or the Shepherd of Hermas , 5 are 
uncertain, one can establish with great probability, on 
the basis of Justin, that 1 John was being used in the 


churches at the latest by the middle of the second 
century. 6 This is shown also by the witness of Papias, 
who in his “accounts of the Lord’s sayings”—as Eusebius 
(Hist. eccl. 3.39.17) reports—referred to 1 John and 1 
Peter, 7 and apparently did not rely merely on the oral 
tradition of the presbyter from Asia Minor but may also 
have used 3 John. 8 Other, somewhat later witnesses are 
the Epistle to Diognetus 9 and the letter from the 
communities at Lyons and Vienne, written about 177. 10 

The Muratorian Canon, which may go back to the end 
of the second century, is of special importance. It 
contains a listing and description of NT and apocryphal 
NT writings, and quotes directly both from the Gospel of 
John and from 1 John (1:1,4). 11 The following 
explanation, “for so he confesses (himself) not merely as 
an eye- and ear-witness, but also a writer of all the 
marvels of the Lord in order.” 12 makes clear that in the 


1 Polycarp Phil. 7.1. Translation adapted from Cyril C. 
Richardson, ed., Early Christian Fathers (New York: 
Macmillan, 1970) 134. Cf. 1 John 2:16-17 and 3:8, 

10. That Polycarp at this point is not citing the 
related text of 2 John 7 is evident from the infinitive 
ihrjhvdtvaL instead of the participle epgofievov (against 
Theodor Zahn, Geschichte des neulestamentlichen 
Kanons 1/2 [Erlangen: Deichert, 1889] 905 n. 1). 

2 1 Clem. 49.1 (1 John 5:1-3); 1 Clem. 49.5; 50.1 (1 
John 2:5; 4:18). 

3 Did. 10.5(1 John 4:12, 18; cf. John 17:23 ), Did. 11.7 
(1 John 4:1). Cf. Did. 16.4 (2 John 7). 

4 IgnatiusEpA. 14.2 (1 John 3:6; 5:18). 

5 Herm. Vis. 1.1.8 (1 John 2:15-16); Herm. Man. 12.3.5 
(1 John 5:3); Herm. Sm. 9.18.1 (1 John 4:17-18); 
Herm. Sim. 9.24.4 (1 John 4:13). Cf. Bernhard Weiss, 
Die drei Briefe des Apostel Johannes (KEK 14; 6th ed.; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1899)p. 1 n.; 
Hans Windisch and Herbert Preisker. Die 
Katholischen Briefe (HNT 15; 3d ed.; Tubingen: 

Mohr, 1951) 125-26, 130-31. 

6 Justin Dial. 123.9 (1 John 3:1-2); not only the 

expression rieva deov. but also the sentence 

construction points to the passage in 1 John here 

indicated; beyond this, the combination with the 

obligation "to keep Christ’s commandments” echoes 

1 John 2:3 (as well as 3:22, 24). 


7 Cf. 1 John 2:3 (edv ras crroAas aurov TT}pdp(u)[ 5:2 
( oral/ roll Beov ayarruipiv sat ras evroXas avrov 
irottopcr) with Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.3 (ovhi rots ras 
aAAorptas rvroAas fiviffioin i ovary). 

8 Cf. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.3 (air ’ avrrjs . . . rrjs 
aAij&tas); 3 John 12 (vir o avrrjs rrjs ahrjBelas). 

9 Diogn. 10.2-3(1 John 4:9, 19; 1:4); Diogn. 11.4(1 
John 1:1; 2:7, 13-14). 

10 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 5.1.10(1 John 3:16). 

11 “Quid ergo mirum, si Johannes tarn constanter 
singula etiam in epistulis suis proferat, dicens in 
semetipsum: ‘quae vidimus oculis nostris et auribus 
audivimus et manus nostrae palpaverunt, haec 
scripsimus vobis’” (lines 26-31); text in Theodor 
Zahn, Grundnss der Geschichte des neulestamentlichen 
Kanons: Eine Ergdnzung zu der Einleitung in das Neue 
Testament (2d ed.; Leipzig: Deichert. 1904) 78; Hans 
Lietzmann, Das Muratorische Fragment und die 
Monarchianischen Prologue zu den Evangelien (KIT 1; 

2d ed.; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1933) 5-7. Translation: 
“What wonder then if John, being thus always true to 
himself, adduces particular points in his epistles also, 
where he says of himself: 'What we have seen with 
our eyes and have heard with our ears and our hands 
have handled, that we have written to you'" 
(NTApoc 2 1.35). 

12 Lines 32-34: “Sic enim non solum visorem se et 
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Muratorian Canon the author of 1 John is identified with 
the evangelist and described as an eyewitness. After 
describing, in the next forty lines, the Acts of the 
Apostles, the Pauline Letters, and the writings falsely 
ascribed to Paul, as well as the Letter of Jude, the 
unknown author writes: “superscriptae Johannis duae in 
catholica habentur” (“two [letters] with the title [or: two 
of the above mentioned] John are accepted in the 
catholic [church]” lines 68-69). In current research the 
dominant opinion is that these lines are connected with 
the earlier statement about 1 John, thus representing a 
reference to 1 and 2 John. 13 For this position one may 
also refer to the testimony of Irenaeus, and perhaps to 
Clement of Alexandria as well, both of whom seem to 
know only these twojohannine Letters. 14 Still, the 
physical separation of this statement from lines 32-34, as 
well as the word superscriptae , apparently with deni¬ 
grating intent, 15 expresses a certain reservation that 
leads one to suspect that the author of the Muratorian 
fragment held somewhat the same opinion as Origen and 
Eusebius, and did not wish to acknowledge 2 and 3 John, 
the two letters of the presbyter, as genuine Johannine 
writings. 16 The canon of the Roman synod of 382 and 


the church father Jerome make a similar distinction: 
Jerome calls the presbyter “another John” (De viris 
illustribus 9; a different opinion is found in his Epistula 
53.9 [CSEL 54]). While Irenaeus also identifies the 
author of 1 John with the evangelist, 17 the attribution of 
2 and 3 John to the apostle and evangelist John is first 
attested with some degree of clarity by Origen (Eusebius 
Hist. eccl. 6.25.10), Dionysius of Alexandria (Eusebius 
Hist. eccl. 7.25.11), and Eusebius (Dem. Ev. 3.5.88; see the 
different statement in his Hist. eccl. 3.25.3). 

2. The History of the Text 

The three Johannine Letters are included among the 
Catholic Letters in the major biblical manuscripts X A B 
C, and belong to that group of NT writings that is, on 
the whole, well attested. In earlier scholarship the 
classification of the textual tradition as belonging to the 
groups S) (Egyptian or Alexandrian text), and $ 
(Byzantine or Imperial text), as well as the Caesarean, 
Western, or Palestinian text (H. von Soden), had great 
authority. As regards the text of the Johannine Letters in 
particular, however, this division cannot be applied 
without some serious reservations. They are almost 


auditorem, sed et scriptorem omnium mirabilium 
domini per ordinem profiteretur.” Cf. also Georg 
Strecker, “Canon Muratori,” RGG 3 4 (1986) 1 191 
(with bibliography). 

13 This is the opinion, for example, of Weiss, Briefe, 

163; Johannes Leipoldt, Geschichte des neutesta- 
mentlichen Kanons (2 vols.; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1907- 
1908) 1.234; Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Johannine 
Epistles: Introduction and Commentary (trans. Reginald 
and Ilse Fuller; New York: Crossroad, 1992) 46-47, 
274; Horst R. Balz, “Johannesbriefe," in Wolfgang 
Schrage and Horst R. Balz, Die “ Katholischen " Briefe: 
Die Bnefe des Jakobus, Petrus, Johannes und Judas (NTD 
10; 2d ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1980) 156; Alan E. Brooke, A Critical and Exegelical 
Commentary on the Johannine Epistles (ICC 43; 
Edinburgh: Clark; New York: Scribner’s, 1912; 
reprinted Edinburgh: Clark, 1957) Ivii; Klaus 
Wengst, Der erste, zweite und dritte Brief des Johannes 
(OTK 16; Gutersloh: Mohn, 1978) 228; Judith Lieu, 
The Second and Third Epistles of John: History and 
Background (Studies of the New Testament and Its 
World; ed. J. Riches; Edinburgh: Clark, 1986) 23; a 
different opinion was already voiced by Johann 
Eduard Huther, Kritisch-exegetisches Handbuch iiber die 
drei Briefe des Apostels Johannes (KEK 14; 4th ed.; 
Gdttingen: Vandenhoeck &: Ruprecht, 1880) 20. 


Walter Thiele has pointed out the different textual 
traditions of the Johannine writings. It seems, 
therefore, that the Latin tradition is not uniform; in 
particular, there is a difference in the Latin version 
of 3 John compared with the first twojohannine 
Letters. From this fact he concludes that the 
translation and tradition of the Latin texts were 
independent of one another (Wortschatzunter- 
suchungen zu den lateinischen Texten der Johannesbriefe 
[AGLB 2; Freiburg: Herder, 1958]). There is 
certainly a problem in applying this circumstance to 
the interpretation of the lines of the Muratorian 
Canon cited above, since the latter may well have 
been written in Greek. This is particularly true with 
regard to the original relationship of the three 
Johannine Letters. Cf. also n. 18 below. 

14 On this, see nn. 38 and 42 below. 

15 Cf. NTApoc 2 1.36 (“with the title"). 

16 Cf. Zahn, Geschichte, 1.219-20; idem, Grundriss 20 
(on the basis of Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.25.10, according 
to which Origen, in his commentary on the Gospel of 
John, indicates his doubts about the Johannine 
authorship of 2 and 3 John). 

17 Irenaeus Adv. haer. 3.16.5 (1 John 2:18-22); cf. Adv. 
haer. 3.16.8 (2 John 7-8). 
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entirely absent from the most important representative 
of the so-called Western text, Codex D (05 = Bezae 
Cantabrigiensis). Because of a gap of 67 sheets, only 3 
John 11-15 and the signature to 3 John are transmitted 
by this primary Western witness. The Old Latin 
manuscripts that are cited as witnesses of the Western 
text type vary in their content as regards the Catholic 
Letters (1 John and 1 Peter being the best attested), and 
there are gaps, even though in individual instances they 
offer some readings deserving attention, since they rest 
on Greek textual models. 18 The Old Syriac witnesses, 


which often contain a Western text, must be eliminated, 
since they do not contain the Catholic Letters. Only in 
the Peshitta do we find 1 John, and all three letters are 
contained in the Philoxenian version. 19 The assignment 
of manuscripts to the so-called Caesarean text is 
problematic. Muriel M. Carder has attempted to ascribe 
minuscule 1243 to the Caesarean type, 20 but serious 
doubts have been raised against this. 21 Moreover, the 
supposition of a Caesarean text type witnessed by W, 28, 
565, 700, and the manuscript families/■ and/ 13 is highly 
questionable, and not only for the Johannine letters. 22 


18 The most important Old Latin manuscripts for the 
Johannine Letters are the minuscules h (no. 55 in the 
Vetus Latina edition of Beuron, a 5th-century 
palimpsest from Fleury, containing 1 John 1:8— 
3:20), r(64, the Freising fragment, 7th century, 
containing 1 John 3:8—end), d (5, from the 5th 
century, containing 3 John 11-15), I (67, from the 
7th century, containing 1 John 1:5—2:10, 14-16; 
2:24—3:12; 3:22—4:18; 4:20—end; 2 John 1-6, 8- 
end; 3 John 1-10), w (32, from the 6th century, 
containing 1 John 1:6-7; 2:6-11, 15-17; 3:6-9, 13- 
21; 4:9-21), z (65, from the 8th century, containing 
1 John 1:1 —3:15). Older forms of the Old Latin text 
can be found in Cyprian, Pseudo-Cyprian, Augustine 
(1 John), Pseudo-Augustine’s Speculum (m); cf. 
Hermann Josef Frede, Kirchensckriftsteller: Verzeichnis 
und Sigel (VL 1/1; 3d ed ; Freiburg: Herder, 1981). 
Walter Thiele ( Epistulae Catholicae [VL 26/1; 
Freiburg: Herder, 1956-69] 97*-99*, and earlier, 
idem, “Untersuchungen zu den altlateinischen 
Texten der drei Johannesbriefe" [diss., Tubingen, 

1956], with the summary in ThLZ 82 [ 1957] 71 -72) 
distinguishes a number of textual groups: group K, 
witnessed primarily by Cyprian and Pseudo-Cyprian, 
is said to be closest to the Western text; group T 
(including minuscules 67, 32, 55, 64, 65) designates 
the “European type," in which the African and 
Western texts recede; V = Vulgata is understood as 
an accommodation to the Greek Vorlage, i.e., as a 
revision of the Old Latin, and not as a new 
translation. Adolf von Harnack still wanted to regard 
the Vulgate as an important instance of textual 
criticism, since for him Jerome was a thorough 
reviser of the Vulgate, including its NT part. Cf. 
Adolf von Harnack, “Zur Textkritik und Christo- 
logie der Schriften des Johannes: Zugleich ein 
Beitrag zur Wtlrdigung der altesten lateinischen 
Uberlieferung nach der Vulgata," SPAW.PH 5/2 
(Berlin: Reimer, 1915) 534-73, reprinted in Studien 
zur Geschichte des NT und der Alien Kirche vol. 1 : Zur 
neutestamentlichen Textkritik (AKG 19; Berlin: de 


Gruyter, 1931, 105-52, esp. 146); however, on 
Jerome’s editorial work in the NT part of the 
Vulgate, cf. Kurt and Barbara Aland, The Text of (he 
New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions 
and to the Theory and Practice of Modern Textual 
Criticism (trans. Erroll F. Rhodes; 1987; 2d. ed.; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Leiden: Brill, 1989) 191 — 
92. On the Latin tradition, see also Brooke, Epistles, 
197-223 (including reproduction of sources). 

19 Edition: John Gwynn, Remnants of the Later Syriac 
Versions of the Bible, vol. 1: New Testament: The Four 
Minor Catholic Epistles in the Original Philoxenian 
Version (London: Williams 8c Norgate, 1909); cf. also 
Andreas Juckel, Das Neue Testament in sy rise her 
Uberlieferung, vol. 1: Die grossen Katholischen Briefe (ed. 
Barbara Aland; ANTT 7; Berlin/New York: de 
Gruyter, 1986). 

20 Muriel M. Carder, “A Caesarean Text in the Catholic 
Epistles?" NTS 16(1969/70)252-70: “The 
circumstance adds weight to the impression received 
that MS 1243 is a witness to the Caesarean text here" 
(p. 269). See also her dissertation, “An Enquiry into 
the Textual Transmission of the Catholic Epistles" 
(Victoria University, 1968). 

21 Cf. Kurt Aland, “Bemerkungen zu den gegen- 
wartigen Moglichkeiten textkritischer Arbeit aus 
Anlass einer Untersuchung zum CSsarea-Text der 
Katholischen Briefe," NTS 17 (1970/71) 1-9 (the 
principal objection is the lack of a collation with 
Origen and Eusebius, as well as the fact that no Sitz ini 
Leben has been established for the postulated text 
group). 

22 Cf. Werner Georg Kiimmel, Introduction to the New 
Testament (trans. Howard W. Kee; rev. ed.; Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1975) 552, according to whom the 
Caesarean text cannot be shown to exist outside the 
textual tradition of Mark; cf. also Kurt and Barbara 
Aland, who call it “purely hypothetical" {Text, 66); 
Bruce Metzger, The Text of the Neu> Testament: Its 
Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration (3d ed.; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1992) 215 (“the least 
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Beginning with the 26th edition of the Nestle text, 
Kurt Aland has introduced the symbol 3JI to represent 
the “majority text,” which “for practical purposes” 
corresponds to the symbol J?, and thus (being based on 
the great majority of the minuscule manuscripts) 
reproduces the Byzantine Koine. It is true that the 
“constant witnesses” are also subsumed under this 
symbol, to the extent that they correspond to 3R. These 
include, in part, important manuscripts such as K 
ABCPKL 'P, as well as ^3 9 (partially) and ^5 74 . These, 
together with a number of minuscules, are listed 
separately when they deviate from 3Jt. 23 It was a 
necessary consequence of this reorganization of the 
manuscript witnesses that in Nestle-Aland 26 not only the 
group symbol S’ but also the symbol S) would be dropped. 
For the latter “not infrequently . . . represented a 
conjecture,” 24 so that the users of the Novum Testa- 
mentum Graece are again referred to the evaluation pro 
and con, as developed on the basis of the individual 
manuscripts listed. When Kurt Aland expresses himself 
more positively at a later point, and says that he regards 
the Alexandrian text, as well as D and SI 1 , as “incon¬ 
testably verified,” in contrast to the Caesarean and 
Jerusalem text, 25 he apparently refers to an accepted 
form of the text that has not been evaluated for the text 
construction itself, since the Egyptian text type exists 
only in a few manuscripts that, in addition, are influ¬ 


enced by the Byzantine tradition. 26 Accordingly, the 
exegesis of the Johannine Letters may not ignore the 
insecurity of the acceptance of manuscript text groups, 
and the following discussion must deal with the question 
of the original reading not primarily by applying general 
criteria but differently from one case to another. In this 
process, it is not the external manuscript witnesses but 
the internal criteria that must be the decisive factors in 
determining the quality of one reading or another. 27 

3. The Place of the Johannine Letters 

in the History of the Canon 

As far as their status within the history of the canon is 
concerned, the Catholic Letters come after the Gospels 
and the Pauline corpus, since they found their fixed 
place in the NT canon only at a relatively late date, and, 
unlike the Synoptic Gospels and the Pauline Letters, 
were transmitted as a not very homogeneous group. 
Nevertheless, the great majuscule manuscripts placed 
them after the Acts of the Apostles as a unified group of 
writings, 28 and they are known to have had a secure 
place in the NT canon since the beginning of the fourth 
century. One should mention first the index of Codex 
Claromontanus, if it is dated to the end of the third or 
beginning of the fourth century. 29 Here the three 
Johannine Letters are listed in the context of the 
Catholic Letters, after the Pauline Letters, the two 


homogeneous"). 

23 See Klaus Junack and Winifred Grunewald, Das Neue 
Testament auf Papyrus, vol. 1: Die katholischen Briefe 
(with a foreword by Kurt Aland; A NTT 6; 
Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1986) 9-10 (^5 9 ), 25- 
26 C?574); and Nestle-Aland 26 , 9*. 

24 Nestle-Aland 26 ,8*. 

25 Aland and Aland, Text, 67. 

26 Nestle-Aland 26 , 8*; Aland and Aland, Text, 64-65. 
The so-called Egyptian text is also represented by the 
two Coptic translations, sa and bo. Cf. also 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 43-44. 

27 The most thorough investigation of the textual 
tradition of the Johannine Letters has been recently 
presented by William L. Richards ( The Classification of 
the Greek Manuscripts of the Johannine Epistles [SBLDS 
35; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977]), although it is 
now somewhat out of date since it was based on the 
25th edition of Nestle-Aland. Nevertheless, this work 
remains impressive because of its copious statistical 
comparisons. Its conclusion is that there are three 
principal text groups: A (Alexandrian type), B 


(Byzantine type), and M (“mixed text"). In addition, a 
number of subordinate groups are assigned to each 
principal group. By comparison to Hans von Soden’s 
classification, it again appears that the positing of a 
“Palestinian text" is questionable. The question of 
the original text is set aside, so that this work has 
little import for the determination of the origins of 
the text. 

28 Thus in Codex Vaticanus (the order is: Acts of the 
Apostles, Catholic Letters, Pauline Letters), and in 
Codex Sinaiticus (Pauline Letters, Acts of the 
Apostles, Catholic Letters); the Roman canon of 382 
also mentions, after the Acts of the Apostles, seven 
“epistulae canonicae": two letters of the apostle 
Peter, a letter of the apostle James, a letter of the 
apostle John, “two letters of the other John, the 
presbyter," and a letter of the apostle Jude Zelotes; 
cf. Zahn, Grundriss, 83. 

29 Thus Zahn, Geschichte, 2.172; differing, Adolf 
Julicher and Erich Fascher, Einleitung in das Neue 
Testament (7th ed.; Tilbingen: Mohr, 1931) 596-97 
(“probably around 500”); Aland and Aland, Text, 110 
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letters of Peter and the Letter of James, but before the 
letters of Jude and Barnabas. 30 Next there is the canon 
of Cyril of Jerusalem, who, in his catecheses delivered in 
the Church of the Resurrection in Jerusalem around the 
year 348, also discusses the “divine Scriptures” and places 
“seven Catholic Letters” (James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1-3 
John, and Jude) between the Acts of the Apostles and the 
Letters of Paul. 31 While here the connection between 
the Acts of the Apostles and the Catholic Letters as 
“ aposlolos ” is evident, we also have an appendix to the 
fifty-ninth canon of the synod of Laodicea, held around 
360, 32 that lists the seven Catholic Letters after the Acts 
of the Apostles and before the Letters of Paul. 33 The 
same order is found in an important official church 
document, Athanasius's Easter letter of 367. 34 With this, 
the construction of the NT canon was concluded in many 
areas, even though the Syrian church, for example, did 
not include the Catholic Letters until the Philoxenian 
version. 

By contrast, one can reconstruct the prehistory of 
canonical acceptance, especially its beginnings, only in a 
general way. Discussion of canonicity began much 
earlier. Eusebius accepted Origen’s division of the NT 
W'ritings into three parts, distinguishing among o/joAoyov- 
peva (“accepted”), apcptfiaWopcva (“disputed”), and \j/ev&jj 
(“spurious”) writings. 35 He counts 1 John, as well as 1 
Peter, among the “accepted" writings, but locates 2 and 3 


John among the “disputed” parts of the canon. 36 In 
doing so, he apparently relies on Origen’s own position; 
Origen also (although the details of this are in need of 
interpretation) distinguished 2 and 3 John from the 
acknowledged Johannine writings. 37 Origen represents 
the state of the canon at the beginning of the third 
century, which should be distinguished from an actual 
reference to the Johannine Letters. When NT and OT 
writings are cited with approval, this does not necessarily 
mean that the citation presupposes the canonical validity 
of those writings, especially since an NT canon of more 
or less fixed extent developed only in the course of time. 
Thus the quotations from the Johannine Letters that are 
found in the writings of Clement of Alexandria are also 
to be evaluated only tentatively in terms of canonical 
criticism. While Clement adduced 1 and 2 John, together 
with the four Gospels and fourteen Pauline Letters, as 
authorities, 38 in his work called Hypotyposeis (“Sketches” 
or “Outlines”), only a few fragments of which have 
survived, he is supposed to have interpreted the Catholic 


(6th century). 

30 Text in Zahn, Geschichte, 2.159. 

31 Cf. Zahn, Geschichte 2.172-80, 179. 

32 For the dating of the synod, cf. Zahn, Geschichte, 

2.193-202; the list of the Scriptures in the fifty-ninth 
canon of the synod at Laodicea in Asia Minor was 
probably a secondary addition: see Zahn, Geschichte, 

2.197-201; Leipoldt, Geschichte, 1.94. 

33 Text in Zahn, Geschichte, 2.202. 

34 Text in Zahn, Geschichte, 2.211. 

35 Cf. Origen Comm, in Joh. 5.3; Comm .in Matt. 14.21; 
17.35; Oral. 14.4, etc.; cf. also Princ., Praef. 8 (on the 
“doctrina Petri," which Origen does not count 
among the church’s Scriptures). On this subject, see 
Hans von Campenhausen, The Formation of the 
Christian Bible (trans. J. A. Baker; Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1972)320-21. 

36 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.25. 

37 Cf. Eusebius Hist, eccl. 6.25.9-10: here Eusebius 
describes Origen’s canon of Scripture, in which he 
counted among the Johannine writings the Fourth 
Gospel and the Apocalypse of John, declaring 


thereafter: “In addition, he [John] left an epistle of a 
very few lines, and possibly two more, though their 
authenticity is denied by some. Anyway, they do not 
total a hundred lines between them." If the second 
and third letter mentioned here are to be identified, 
as it seems, with 2 and 3 John, the statement about 
the epistle “of a very few lines" must refer to 1 John, 
which is regarded as genuine. This conclusion is not 
improbable, for Origen can also say of Paul’s letters 
to the churches, some of which are longer, that they 
contained “only a few lines" (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 
6.25.7). 

38 Cf. Strom. 3.4.32.2 (1 John 1:6-7); 3.5.44.5 (1 John 
2:4); 3.6.45.2 (1 John 2:18-19); 3.5.42.6 (1 John 
3:3); 4.16.100.4 (1 John 3:18-19); 5.1.13.1 (1 John 
4:16); 4.16.100.5 (1 John 4:18; 5:3); 2.15.66.4 (1 
John 5:16-17); Paed. 3.12.98.2-3 (1 John 2:2-6); 
3.11.82.1 (1 John 4:7; 5:3); Div. 37.6 (1 John 3:15); 
Hyp. (CCS) 17.215.3 (2 John 1); 215.5 (2 John 5-6); 
2 i 5.7 (2 John 7); 215.6 (2 John 9); 215.10 (2 John 
10); 215.12(2 John 11). 
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Letters, 39 so that one might easily conclude that he 
acknowledged all three Johannine Letters. 40 This 
example shows that the patristic witness as such remains 
controverted and in no way offers a clear determination 
on the canonical acceptance of an NT writing. For 
Tertullian one may conclude that, of the traditional 
apostolic writings, he accepted thirteen letters of Paul, 1 
John, 1 Peter, and James. 41 It is established that Irenaeus 
used 1 and 2 John. 42 The unevenness in the witnesses 43 
is evident also in the Muratorian Canon, which—as 
stated above—not only knows the Gospel of John but 
also cites I John and probably mentions the other two 
Johannine Letters as accepted in the Catholic church, 
without itself wishing to defend their canonical author¬ 
ity. 44 

One may thus presuppose that the three Johannine 
Letters were already in use in the churches in the second 
century, even if their inclusion in the NT canon took 
place under differing circumstances. Undoubtedly, I 
John was most widely accepted. Its relatively early 
attestation by Polycarp and Papias makes it clear that this 
longest of the Johannine Letters, because of the power of 
its theological statement, had no difficulty in finding a 


hearing in the ancient church. Of the other two 
Johannine Letters, 2 John, which is occasionally cited 
alongside 1 John, 45 was evidently better known. This 
may be explained by its direct opposition to false 
teachers, which was useful in the church’s concrete 
confrontations with gnostic groups. By contrast, 3 John, 
apparently a private letter of the presbyter aimed at a 
special situation, the controversy with Diotrephes, was 
more difficult to adapt to the theological and ecclesial 
tasks of the great church as it came into being. 46 It thus 
shared the fate of the Letter to Philemon, the most 
personal of Paul’s letters, which is not attested in the 
literature of the great church before Tertullian. 

The Johannine Letters are a clear example of the 
disparity of factors that led to the construction of the NT 
canon. Undoubtedly the principle of apostolicity, that is, 
authorship by an apostle, played a role in the canoniza¬ 
tion of the Johannine Letters as well; the identification of 
the author with an apostle is relatively early, even though 
it is not universally attested. 47 General use and accep¬ 
tance, that is, the principle of catholicity, 48 may also have 
been influential, although the Johannine writings were at 
first restricted to the region of Asia Minor, and ecumen- 


39 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.14.1: “In the Outlines, to put it 
briefly, [Clement] has summarized all canonical 
Scripture, even including the Disputed (a^i/3aAAo- 
peva) Books, namely the Epistle of Jude and the other 
Catholic Epistles, the Epistle of Barnabas, and the 
‘Revelation of Peter.’" 

40 3 John, however, is not included in the Latin 
translation of Clement of Alexandria’s interpretation 
(Adumbrationes ), nor is it mentioned by Cassiodorus, 
who commissioned a translation in the sixth century, 
in his “Institutiones divinarum litterarum” (8.4). This 
finding could support the thesis that Clement knew 
only 1 and 2John. Cf. William Sanday, The 
Cheltenham List of the Canonical Books of the Old and 
New Testament and of the Writings of Cyprian (SBEc 3; 
Oxford: Clarendon, 1891) 248-49; Leipoldt, 
Geschichte, 1.232-33; Lieu, Epistles, 19-20. 

41 Tertullian Scorp. 12-13 -Pud. 2.14; De Anima 15-17; 
Idol. 2 (on 1 John); cf. also Leipoldt, Geschichte, 1.235. 

42 Cf. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 3.16.5 (identification of the 
author of 1 John with “Joannes domini discipulus," 
the evangelist); at this point he cites 1 John 2:18-22; 
also 3.16.8 (1 John 4:1-3; 5:1); quotations from 2 
John at 1.16.3 (2 John 11); 3.16.8 (2 John 7-8). 

43 Add to this that Hippolytus, who does not mention 
the Johannine Letters in his better-known writings, 
cites 1 John in his homily (preserved in Georgian) on 


the story of David and Goliath, at 3.2 (1 John 4:14); 

7.1 (1 John 4:14, “salvator mundi”); 7.11 (1 John 
5:19). Cf. Traites Hippolyte sur David et Goliath (trans. 
Gerard Garitte; CSCO 264; Louvain: Secretariat de 
Corpus SCO, 1965) 2.6.9; Biblia patristica: Le troisieme 
siecle (Origene excepte) (Paris: Editions du centre 
national de la recherche, 1977) 447-48. 

44 See above. Introduction, part 1. Zahn ( Geschichte 

1.209-11) observes correctly that the citation of an 
individual letter as “the letter of John" does not 
exclude a knowledge of the other Johannine Letters. 

45 Cf. the citations in Clement of Alexandria and 
Irenaeus (nn. 38 and 42 above). 

46 Leipoldt points out that the institution of “itinerant 
apostles," upheld by the presbyter, practically died 
out near the end of the second century, when the NT 
canon was gradually being established (i Geschichte , 
1.236). 

47 As shown above, the author of 1 John is more 
frequently identified with the apostle and evangelist 
than is the author of 2 and 3 John, since the 
designation “the presbyter" suggested a distinction 
between this person and the apostle John (see above, 
Introduction, part 1). On the question of the 
principle of apostolicity in the construction of the 
canon, cf. Franz Overbeck, Zur Geschichte des Kanons 
(Chemnitz: Schmeitzner; New York: Steiger, 1880; 
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ical acceptance would not have been achieved without 
the equation of the author with John the evangelist. The 
fortunes of 3 John within the history of the canon, in 
comparison with the other Johannine Letters, give an 
indication that the “form” of an NT writing also 
weighted the scales in the decision about canonization, 
since a letter written in the form of a private communica¬ 
tion could not simply be ranked alongside the other, 
“official” letters. If one further considers the differing 
degrees of acceptance in the different regions, one may 
acknowledge that the factor of “accident" cannot be 
completely excluded. 49 Despite this variability in canon- 
critical influences, and despite their differing degrees of 
applicability to the individual Johannine writings, there 
can be no doubt that all these documents, as well as the 
Gospel of John, enjoyed great esteem in the region of 
their origin, 50 even though their acknowledgment as 
canonical was accomplished only through a process 
lasting several centuries. 51 


4. The Johannine School 

The Johannine Letters and the Gospel of John are so 
closely related, both in their language and in the scope of 
their ideas, that earlier scholarship has been able to speak 
of a “Johannine circle.” 52 This is a useful concept for 
explaining the lines of connection among the Johannine 
writings as well as their literary independence of one 
another. But one can speak with more accuracy of a 
“school of John,” since the differences and agreements 
among the Johannine writings point to school traditions 
and presume teacher-pupil relationships that are also 
determinative for the definition of the concept of a 
“school.” In antiquity, school traditions played an 
essential role in the process of creation and handing on 
literary and preliterary sayings and speeches. Examples 
are the schools of the Pythagoreans, the Stoics, the 
Essenes, of Philo, of Rabbi Hillel, and—in the Christian 
era—the Antiochene and Alexandrian schools. 53 Such 
schools are always traced to a “founder,” who represents 


reprinted Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell- 
schaft, 1965) 31. 

48 On this, see Adolf von Harnack, DasNeue Testament 
urn das Jahr 200 (Freiburg: Mohr [Siebeck], 1889) 

55-58. 

49 Cf. the judgment on the Muratorian canon: 

“according to it, want of principle was the Church’s 
principle in the preparation of the new canon" 

(Julicher and Fascher, Einleitung, 495; quoted in 
STApoc 1 1.36). 

50 The text-critical evidence suggests that the three 
Johannine writings were originally handed on 
together: in 81 manuscripts only 16 textual witnesses 
vary the text type “in one or two of the epistles” 

(Richards, Classification 195-98; table 46). 

51 It is significant that it is not the Fourth Gospel but 1 

John that (through Polycarp) has the earliest 
historical attestation. Manuscript or patristic 
evidence for the Gospel of John is lacking for the first 
half of the second century, since ^3 52 and P. Eger. 2 
are not absolutely reliable witnesses (against Alfred 
Wikenhauser and Josef Schmid, Einleitung in das Neue 
Testament [6th ed.; Freiburg: Herder, 1973] 343-44; 53 

on this, see n. 78 below). Only with Tatian, 

Theophilus of Antioch, and Irenaeus, i.e., in the 
second half of the second century, do undisputed 
citations from the Fourth Gospel occur. This is 
confirmed by the Epistula Apostolorum, although 
definite bases for the dating of this writing are 

lacking. (See the translation by C. Detlef G. Muller in 
NTApoc 2 1.249-84.) This is a document from the 
antignostic struggle of the great church, then coming 


into being. It presumes the existence of four 
canonical Gospels, including the Gospel of John. 

52 Thus Oscar Cullmann (The Johannine Circle [trans. 
John Bowden; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976] 87) 
sought to draw a line extending from the “Johannine 
community” by way of the “special Hellenist group in 
the early community in Jerusalem," and the 
Johannine circle of disciples (beloved disciples) to the 
historical Jesus, the disciples of the Baptizer, and 
members of a “heterodox marginal Judaism." In his 
opinion, the Johannine circle was characterized by 
common community structures, missionary interests, 
polemic against false teachers, and the effort to 
demonstrate the legitimacy of their own group . He 
does not attribute the Johannine Apocalypse, the 
only NT writing that explicitly mentions an author 
named “John" (Rev 1:1), to the Johannine circle. 

Even if the Johannine Apocalypse may not, in the 
strict sense, be attributed to the Johannine school, its 
unique apocalyptic character points to a common 
basis that it shares with the Johannine theology of the 
Fourth Gospel and the Johannine Letters. 

Cf. Wilhelm Bousset.Judisch-ChristlicherSchulbetneb 
in Alexandria und Rom (FRLANT 6; Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck 8c Ruprecht, 1915; reprinted 
Hildesheim: Olms, 1975). In studying the writings of 
Philo, Bousset came to the conclusion that Philo was 
reworking the tradition of the Jewish exegetical 
schools in Alexandria. Something similar may be said 
of Clement of Alexandria. Here “the teaching 
activity of the catechetical school of Alexandria is 
clearly evident" (p. 267). Similar traditions are also 


XXXV 




the decisive authority for the traditional teaching and 
confirms its independence from comparable 
communities. 54 

Even apart from the Johannine writings, one may raise 
the question whether other schools and their traditions 
are to be detected in the NT writings. Even in the 
relationship between John the Baptizer and his pupils, 


and especially in that between Jesus and his disciples, 
there may have been basic elements of a “school,” 
although the urgency of Jesus’ demand for conversion 
would have excluded any intention to found a lasting 
school tradition. 55 The evangelist Matthew uses 
traditional literary units shaped by Christian scribes and 
designated as school traditions. 56 There are good 


visible in Irenaeus and Justin (pp. 152-54,263-71). 
R. Alan Culpepper defines the concept of “school" 
through nine characteristics: (1) emphasis on 
and Koivtuvta-, (2) gathering around a founder, who is 
honored as an example of wisdom or goodness; (3) 
obedience to the teachings of the founder; (4) 
members of the school are pupils of the founder; (5) 
teaching and learning are community activities; (6) 
common meals are often celebrated as a memorial of 
the founder; (7) rules and practices determine the life 
of the members; (8) distance from human society; (9) 
development of organizational forms that ensure the 
continuation of the school (The Johannine School 
[SBLDS 26; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975] 258- 
59). 

54 Here one should distinguish, with Culpepper 
{Johannine School, 249) between “active" and “passive” 
founders. Not only teachers who actively influenced 
the building up of a community of pupils (e.g., 
Epicurus or Jesus) enjoy high regard but also other 
authority figures “who were later adopted by schools 
as their hero or ‘founder’” (e.g., Hillel or Zeno). 

55 The thesis of Martin Hengel is certainly not very 
helpful: “At all events,. . . the pressing proximity of 
God’s rule itself did not leave any time for the 
development of a teacher-pupil relationship and for 
scholarly studies in the rabbinic fashion” {The 
Charismatic Leader and His Followers [trans. James 
Greig; Edinburgh: Clark; New York: Crossroad, 
1981], 80). That Jesus could not apply himself to 
“scholarly studies in the rabbinic fashion" is already 
evident from the fact that a rabbinic tradition of 
study, in the proper sense of the word, is discernible 
only near the end of the first century ce, while its 
literary evidence first appears much later, and for 
that reason can be used only with great caution in 
NT exegesis. On this, cf. Birger Gerhardsson, 

Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written 
Transmission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity 
(ASNU 22; Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 1961) 85- 
92. Despite attempts to trace rabbinic traditions back 
to the pre-NT era, Rainer Riesner has also 
acknowledged the pluralistic (“protorabbinic") 
character of scribal learning in the time of Jesus (Jesus 
als Lehrer: Eine Untersuchung zum Ursprung der 
Evangelieniiberlieferung [WUNT 2/7; Tubingen: 


Mohr, 1981] 173-76). Nonetheless, one should not 
deny that the proclamation of the approaching reign 
of God was associated with the incorporation of 
Jewish wisdom traditions in Jesus’ teaching. Joachim 
Jeremias correctly points to certain features that 
marked Jesus’ preaching, and that also entered into 
early Christian tradition, even though the details 
remain subject to debate (Abba: Studien zur 
neutestamentlichen Theologie und Zeitgeschichte 
[Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 8c Ruprecht, 1966] 15-19, 
145-52, and elsewhere; for an English translation of 
these essays, see Joachim Jeremias, The Prayers of Jesus 
[Studies in Biblical Theology 2/6; trans. John 
Bowden; London: SCM; Naperville: Allenson, 1967] 
11-57, 108-15). 

56 Thus Krister Stendahl (The School of St. Matthew and 
Its Use of the Old Testament [ASNU 20; Uppsala: 
Uppsala Universitet, 1954]) infers a school as Sitz im 
Leben of the theological work of the evangelist 
Matthew, especially in light of Matthew’s inclination 
to systematize the tradition, fondness for casuistry, 
and reflections on the position of community leaders. 
Here one must note the distinction between tradition 
and redaction. If the first evangelist is to be called a 
Christian scribe (cf. Matt 13:52), still he had 
doubtless read the OT in Greek, and it has not yet 
been proved that he was knowledgeable in Hebrew 
or Aramaic, or that he was responsible for the style of 
the allusive quotations where it deviates from that of 
the LXX, even though numerous interpretations 
have been built on the basis of this hypothesis (e.g., 
Robert H. Gundry, The Use of the Old Testament in St. 
Matthew's Gospel with Special Reference to the Messianic 
Hope [NovTSup 18; Leiden: Brill, 1967]). On this 
subject, cf. Georg Strecker, Der Weg der Gerechtigheit: 
Untersuchung zur Theologie des Matthaus (FRLANT 82; 
3d ed.; Gdttingen: Vandenhoeck 8c Ruprecht, 1971) 
15-35,49-85. 
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reasons for speaking also of a “school of Paul.” No doubt 
Paul stood in a teacher-pupil relationship with his 
coworkers, who are sometimes named as cosenders of his 
letters. This is evident not only from the Pauline 
reception of Jewish wisdom traditions, 57 but also from 
distinct units in the Pauline Letters that should not be 
interpreted from a purely literary standpoint, but 
strongly suggest that they are the outgrowth of school 
discussions. 58 

The suggestion that a “school" forms the background 
for the Johannine writings should also be kept in mind in 
explaining gaps and abrupt transitions in the Johannine 
Letters. These could indicate nonliterary, oral units of 
tradition that were formed and handed on within the 
Johannine school; thus they would not necessarily point 
to the existence of source documents. Accordingly, on 
the one hand the agreements in language and content 
throughout the Johannine writings are to be traced to a 
common school tradition. On the other hand the 
differences and the unique characteristics of the 
individual Johannine writings, as well as tensions within 
the text of a single work, may represent keys that will aid 
us in understanding the conflicts and developmental 
tendencies within the school, which of course affected 
the authors of the Johannine writings as well. 

One starting point for approaching the question about 
the origins and history of the Johannine school could be 
the self-designation of the sender of 2 and 3 John, 6 
rrpeafivTfpos (2 John 1; 3 John 1). This name could be 
understood as a reference to age (“the elder”) or as an 
official title (“the presbyter”). 59 In any case, it indicates 


that the community addressed in 2 John and also Gaius, 
the recipient of 3 John, were well acquainted with the 
person named here, and that they acknowledged the 
superior authority of the person so designated. It is 
possible that because of this person 2 and 3 John, the two 
shortest letters in the NT, found entry into the canon. 

On this basis, one may easily suppose that these two 
letters are original documents of the founder of the 
Johannine school. 

Papias of Hierapolis, a resident of Asia Minor, testifies 
to a presbyter tradition in that peninsula that is helpful in 
solving the problem of the origins of the Johannine 
school: 

I shall not hesitate to furnish you, along with the 
interpretations, with all that in days gone by I 
carefully learnt from the presbyters (napa tu>v 
■np«rfSvTipa>v) and have carefully recalled, for I can 
guarantee its truth. Unlike most people, I felt at home 
not with those who had a great deal to say, but with 
those who taught the truth; not with those who appeal 
to commandments from other sources but with those 
who appeal to the commandments given by the Lord 
to faith and coming to us from truth itself. And 
whenever anyone came who had been a follower of 
the presbyters (rots ■nptcrfivTfpois), I inquired into the 
words of the presbyters (robs tS>v irpe<r/3vre'p<i)i> 
Aoyous), what Andrew or Peter had said, or Philip or 
Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or any other 
disciple of the Lord (rts ertpo r tu>v tov nvpiov paBij- 
tUv), and what Aristion and the presbyter (6 irpar- 


57 Thus Hans Conzelmann, according to whom the 
Pauline school was located at Ephesus: “Paulus und 
die Weisheil,” NTS 12 (1965/66) 231-44 (cf. 233); 
cf. also his “Die Schule des Paulus," in Carl Andresen 
and Gunter Klein, eds., Theologia Crucis—Signum 
Cruets: Festschrift fur E. Dinkier (Tubingen: Mohr, 

1979) 85-96; and Peter Muller, Anfange der Paulus - 
schule (AThANT 74; Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 
1988). 

58 Cf. H. Ludwig, “Der Verfasser des Kolosserbriefes— 
ein Schuler des Paulus?" (diss., Gottingen, 1974), 
excursuses 1 and 2: In the first excursus, the author 
treats “from pre- and extra-Christian to the first 
Christian schools” (pp. 201-10); here it is evident 
that Jewish rabbinic schools and Hellenistic 
philosophical schools are only approximately 
comparable, and that they are very different in their 


educational ideals and the material of their teaching; 
Christian schools are associated with the names of 
Justin, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen. In the 
catechetical school at Alexandria introductory and 
advanced instruction were separated, something that 
undoubtedly had its roots in earliest Christianity; on 
this, cf.Heb 5:12-14; 6:1-2; 1 Cor 3:2. In the 
second excursus, Ludwig describes the “indications 
of a Pauline school in the authentic letters of Paul 
and in Acts" (pp. 211-28); here Ludwig correctly 
points out that there are esoteric units within the 
letters of Paul that can be traced to school discussions 
(examples: Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 10:1-10; 2 Cor 3:7- 
18) . 

59 See the detailed exposition below, on 2 John 1. 
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fivTtpot) John, disciples of the Lord, were still saying 
(o! to 5 Kvpiov padr/ra'c Xcyovaiv). 60 
The close relationship between this tradition and the 
Johannine linguistic world is obvious. The absolute 
concept of a\ij6ua (“the truth” here authorizes the 
“commandments” just as does “the Lord") recalls the 
usage in 2 and 3 John and indicates the possibility of a 
connection between Papias and this representative of the 
Johannine school. 61 In the presbyter traditions used by 
Papias, one should distinguish on the one hand between 
the -npeafivTepm, who are among Jesus’ twelve disciples 
and could not have been personally known to Papias, 
simply because of the lapse of time, and Aristion and the 
presbyter John on the other hand. It is true that these 
last two are, like the others, called “disciples of the 


Lord," and also, like them, fall within the category of 
irp«rfivT(poi , 62 but—unlike the apostles—these two live 
in Papias’s own time, as seems probable from the present 
tense, \eyov<riv. 6S Eusebius also understood it this way, 
since he explains that Papias reported having listened 
personally to Aristion and John the presbyter. 64 From all 
this, one may readily conclude that the presbyter John 
who is mentioned by Papias is identical with the “pres¬ 
byter” who wrote 2 and 3 John. 65 The equation of the 
John in Asia Minor (who is still clearly distinguished by 
Eusebius from John the son of Zebedee) 66 with the 
founder of the Johannine school makes it understandable 
why the circle that produced the Johannine writings— 
wherever they were located—was associated only with 
the name of “John.” 67 


60 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.3-4 (ET: Eusebius, The 
History of the Church from Christ to Constantine. Trans, 
and with an introduction by G. A. Williamson 
[Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965]). 

61 2 John 1; 3 John 1,8; esp. 3 John 12 (viro avrijs rijs 
aA ijdfias)-, a connection with John 14:6, as 
occasionally supposed, is less likely (see Gerhard 
Maier, DieJohannesoffenbarung und die Kirche [WUNT 
25; Tiibingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1981] 51 -52, with 
further literature). 

62 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.3, line 10 (ET by 
Williamson); what is noteworthy is that it is not 
Aristion but the presbyter John to whom the title is 
attached. 

63 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.4, line 20 (ET by Williamson). 

64 Hist. eccl. 3.39.7, line 1 2 ( avrijKOov eavrov <pT}<ri 
ytvctrdat). When Eusebius here states that Papias 
“learned the words of the apostles from their former 
followers, but says that he listened to Aristion and 
the presbyter John with his own ears," this does not 
mean that Aristion and the presbyter are to be 
counted among those of the apostolic generation, but 
merely that Papias accords their authoritative 
teaching a special place, which was all the more 
important because he had immediate access to them. 
At another point (3.39.14) Eusebius says that Papias 
“gives us accounts of the Lord’s sayings obtained 
from Aristion or learned direct from the presbyter 
John." This statement does not contradict the status 
of Papias as a direct hearer, as previously described, 
since the “traditions of the presbyter" could, 
obviously, have been transmitted orally. Gerhard 
Maier ignores the problem in this passage when he 
allows only the following alternatives: “One can 
either understand the fragment in such a way that 
Papias asked the pupils of the presbyters about the 


presbyters’ traditions of Andrew, etc. ... or else that 
Papias understood the presbyters to mean the 
previous, apostolic generation, so that the pupils of 
the presbyters had direct traditions from Andrew, 
etc." (Die Johannesoffenbarung und die Kirche [WUNT 
25; Tiibingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1981] 54). In reality, 
what is at issue is the tradition of John the presbyter 
and/or of Aristion, whom Papias acknowledges as 
independent representatives of the presbyterial 
tradition, without identifying them with the apostolic 
teaching or relating them to that teaching alone. 

Only by forcing the material is it possible to dispute 
the distinction between two Johns in the words of 
Papias (and in Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.5). That 
Papias refers to Aristion and John the presbyter as 
tov Kvpiov pad7}Ta.L (3.39.4, line 20) cannot be 
eliminated on the basis of the omission of these words 
in the Syrian tradition, it is true, but this is a general 
designation that cannot be restricted to the 
generation of Jesus himself (cf. Wilhelm Bousset, Die 
OffenbarungJohannes [KEK 16; 6th ed.; Gbttingen: 
Vandenhoeck &: Ruprecht, 1906, reprinted 1966] 
39-40). MaBifTyt is also used in this general sense in 
Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.36.9 (= Ignatius Rom. 5.3); cf. 
also Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.36.1: Polycarp as 
companion of the apostles (rcS v anoaTohaiV o/uAijttjs). 

65 For the consequences of this conclusion for the 
temporal location of the Johannine writings and their 
location in the region of Asia Minor, see below. 

66 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.6: “He thus confirms the 
truth of the story that two men in Asia had the same 
name, and that there were two tombs in Ephesus, 
each of which is still called John’s"; cf. Hist. eccl. 
7.25.19: “I think there was another John among the 
Christians of Asia [who wrote Revelation], as there 
are said to have been two tombs at Ephesus, each 
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What one can learn about the “presbyter” from 2 and 
3 John indicates that he understood himself as the 
leading representative of a church community (cf. 2 John 
13), so that there is no contradiction between “commu¬ 
nity” and “school.” Moreover, 2 John shows that the 
presbyter was not only acknowledged in his immediate 
surroundings but was able to make his authority effective 
in other communities as well, and was active in spreading 
Christian teaching and making the love commandment a 
reality among Christians. His missionary activity is 
expressed particularly in 3 John, addressed to the 
Christian Gaius, who is counted among the followers of 
the presbyter (3 John 4: r'a ifi'a t(kvcl). Here it is also clear 
that the presbyter sends out “brothers and sisters” who 
are active in spreading the “truth" in other communities 
and who found support among the presbyter's followers, 
but rejection from his opponents (3 John 5-8). 

Diotrephes is specifically mentioned as one of the 
opponents. He was an outstanding, ambitious person in 
the community addressed by the presbyter, and had 
attempted to destroy the presbyter’s influence by 
applying disciplinary measures within the church: he 
refused to receive the envoys sent by the presbyter (3 
John 9-10). This conflict was not yet ended at the time 2 
and 3 John were written, for the presbyter announces his 
own imminent arrival (3 John 14). This visit would not 
be only to Gaius, but would also affect the church 


community to which Diotrephes belongs and with which 
Gaius was also closely associated. By contrast, the 
Demetrius who is also mentioned in the letter to Gaius 
was apparently a messenger from the presbyter; 
favorable testimony about him is specifically mentioned 
(3 John 12). 

If, on the basis of 2 and 3 John, the outlines of an 
image of the thought and activity of the presbyter begin 
to emerge, still other questions must be raised at this 
point. With regard to the relationship between the 
presbyter and the Beloved Disciple in the Fourth Gospel, 
one may ask whether the Gospel speaks of one and the 
same figure throughout, or whether one must distinguish 
between the Beloved Disciple in the body of the Gospel 
and in the appended chapter, where this figure is clearly 
identified with the evangelist (John 21:24). One should 
also ask whether, or to what extent, the fourth evangelist 
associated a historical or theological reality with this 
figure. It is possible that what is at stake here is the 
authority of the Johannine school, which, at the level of 
the evangelist, secures the truth of the Gospel. 68 This 
would mean that, in the course of the transmission of 
traditions within the Johannine school, the presbyter, as 
author of 2 and 3 John, became a figure within the 
Gospel tradition, and that genuine Johannine theology 


reputed to be John’s." 

67 It was only from the time of Origen that the same 
writing group (Gospel of John, Johannine Letters, as 
well as the Johannine Apocalypse) was called 
Johannine, and the author identified with the son of 
Zebedee; cf. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.25.9-10, and n. 37 
above. 

68 It is not very likely that the founder of the Johannine 
school is historically identical with the Beloved 
Disciple, as Culpepper {Johannine School, 288) wishes 
to deduce from the expression air ’ ap\ijs (1 John 2:7, 
24; 3:11; 2 John 5-6). There is an extensive 
redaction-critical analysis of these texts in Thorwald 
Lorenzen, Der Lieblingsjiinger im Johannesevangehum 
(SBS 55; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1971). 
Here an equation of the Beloved Disciple with the 
founder of the Johannine school is excluded, as is the 
symbolic interpretation (as found in Bultmann, 
Dibelius, Lietzmann, Kasemann, Kragerud, and 
others). Instead, this author regards the Beloved 
Disciple as “a concrete, individual, historical person," 
of whom one should suppose “that this was an 


important and familiar person in the Johannine 
community” (p. 82). For this discussion, see also 
Hartwig Thyen, “Entwicklungen innerhalb der 
johanneischen Theologie und Kirche im Spiegel von 
Joh 21 und der Lieblingsjiingertexte des Evange- 
liums," in Marinus de Jonge, ed., L'Evangile deJean: 
Sources, redaction, theologie (BEThL 44; Gembloux: 
Duculot, 1977) 259-99, according to whom all the 
Beloved Disciple texts can be traced to the author of 
John 21. He also defends the idea that “in the 
‘Beloved Disciple’ of the Gospel ... a literary 
monument has been erected to the author of the two 
shorter Johannine Letters” (p. 296). 
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was interpreted through the genre of “gospel.” This is all 
the more likely since the truth proclaimed by the 
presbyter drew its support from the “teaching of Christ” 
(2 John 9). 

The answers to these and other questions are 
intimately related to the definition of the relationship of 
the Johannine writings to one another. This, too, can 
only be sketched at this point. The present commentary 
proceeds from the thesis that one and the same author 
stands behind 2 and 3 John. This appears not merely 
from the identity of the titles given to the sender in each 
case (2 John 1; 3 John 1: 6 irptafivTipos), but also from 
the situation presupposed by both letters (2 John 12; 3 
John 13: the author indicates that he will come), as well 
as from the formal and linguistic correspondences (e.g., 
the closing formulae in 2 John 12 and 3 John 13). If both 
are genuine, and not falsified documents, 69 then 2 John 
probably preceded 3 John, since the sending and 
reception of 2John seems to be reflected in 3 John. 70 
The definition of the relationship of these two letters to 
1 John will be detailed in the exegesis below. But 1 may 
note here that the differences in form and content make 
an identical authorship unlikely in this case. The author 
of 1 John does not call himself 6 irpetr/Surepos. His writing 
also diverges from the two shorter Johannine Letters 
from a form-critical perspective. Unique features are 
discernible in the realms of theology' and church 
discipline, so that what one finds here is an independent 
author in the Johannine school tradition, even though 
the fundamental structures of the Johannine Letters 
unite them not only with one another but also with the 


Gospel of John. This is to say that the thesis of a 
Johannine school tradition is opposed to a linear literary 
analysis of the text. The assumption of written sources 
on which an author, and then, in turn an (ecclesiastical) 
redactor is dependent—an assumption that excludes all 
other tradition-critical explanations—should be viewed 
with skepticism. Such a thesis is in danger of under¬ 
estimating the liveliness of the discussions that are 
presumed by the Johannine writings and that shape their 
content. No sufficient evidence can be presented to show 
that the author of the Johannine Letters used the Fourth 
Gospel, as I will demonstrate below. 71 But also the 
various forms of a theory based on the analysis of 
sources, even though in the recent past these have 
distanced themselves more and more from Rudolf 
Bultmann’s three-stage theory, still posit the presence of 
a semeia source. 72 One must therefore question whether 
they allow sufficient scope for the conflicts that occurred 
in advance of the Fourth Gospel. 73 

As far as the place of composition of the Johannine 
writings is concerned, what has already been said gives 
some indication: If there is a close connection with the 
presbyter traditions of Papias, the peninsula of Asia 
Minor becomes a probable place of origin. The patristic 
witnesses also favor this location. The citation by 
Polycarp of Smyrna, the oldest testimony, places 1 John 
in Asia Minor. 74 This corresponds to the patristic 
testimony about the Fourth Gospel (rather late, it is 
true), as found in Irenaeus and Clement of Alexandria, 
and makes it possible to consider Ephesus as the seat of 
the Johannine school, 75 without thereby restricting it to 


69 Rudolf Bultmann differs: “The letter form should 
probably be taken as a fiction" (The Johannine Epistles 
[trans. R. Philip O'Hara with Lane C. McGaughy and 
Robert W. Funk, ed.; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1973] 1). Cf. on 2 John below. 

70 See below on 3 John 9 (eypaspa as a reference to 2 
John). 

71 Cf. esp. on 1 John 1:1-4: 5:13. 

72 Thus Robert T. Forma tried to reconstruct a 
chnstological source document underlying the 
Gospel of John, which would have traced Jesus’ way 
from the first miraculous signs to his death and 
resurrection (The Gospel of Signs [SNTSMS 11; 
London: Cambridge University Press, 1970]). 

Against this, Udo Schnelle (Antidocetic Christology in 
the Fourth Gospel [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992]) has 
critically examined the arguments advanced for the 


presence of a “semeia source” and persuasively 
demonstrated the unity of “miracles and doxa " in the 
theology of the fourth evangelist, which also includes 
Jesus' “semeia.” (See pp. 144-50 of that work.) 

73 On this, see Georg Strecker, “Die Anfange der 
johanneischen Schule," NTS 32 (1986) 31-47. 

74 Polycarp Phil. 7.1 (1 John 4:2-3; 2 John 7); see the 
Introduction, part 1 above. 

75 Irenaeus Adv. haer. 2.22.5: “as the Gospel and all the 
elders testify; those who were conversant in Asia with 
John, the disciple of the Lord, [affirming] that John 
conveyed to them that information. And he 
remained among them up to the times of Trajan" 
(ANF 1:392); Adv. haer. 3.1.1: “Afterwards, John, 
the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon 
His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his 
residence at Ephesus in Asia” (ANF 1:414). Clement 
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one of the churches of Asia Minor. Instead, one may well 
suppose that the Johannine school exercised its influence 
on a majority of the communities and cities in Asia 
Minor. This seems probable from the correspondence 
and missionary activity of the presbyter that are 
documented in 2 and 3 John. 

Regarding the time of composition, one should also 
keep in mind the citation in Polycarp. It indicates that 1 
John existed in the first half of the second century. If one 
adds to this the testimony about John the presbyter, 
according to which he was personally known to Papias, 


one may consider the probable time of writing of the two 
shorter Johannine Letters to have been around 100 or 
later. 76 For the writing of the Gospel of John, the witness 
of P 52 , especially if it is dated to the year 125, 77 or that of 
Papyrus Egerton appears to have great weight. Still, an 
opinion shared rather broadly among researchers is that 
these two papyri should be dated to the middle of the 
second century. Moreover, in recent years some new 
points have come to light that need to be evaluated in 
terms of a later dating. 70 In addition, great weight must 


of Alexandria (Hyp. 6.8, in Eusebius Hist. eccl. 

6.14.7): “Last of all, aware that the physical facts had 
been recorded in the gospels, encouraged by his 
pupils and irresistibly moved by the Spirit, John 
wrote a spiritual gospel” (ET by Williamson). 

76 The terminus ante quern is set by Papias, who, 
according to broad consensus, wrote his “interpreta¬ 
tions" around 130 (between 120 and 160), and who 
had had contact with John the presbyter (cf. Eusebius 
Hist, eccl 3.39.4). 

77 Cf. Aland and Aland, Text, 85-87, 99. 

78 P. Eger. 2 (P. Lond. Christ. 1) delivers four 
fragments of Gospel pericopes, the first being of ihe 
Johannine type (John 5:39, 45-46; 9:29), while 
Synoptic overtones dominate the others. Although 
the papyrus is generally dated around the “middle of 
the second century” (Philip Vielhauer, Geschichte der 
urchristlichen Literatur: Einleitung in das Neue 
Testament, die Apokryphen und die Apostolischen Voter 
[2d rev. repr.; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1978] 
636; thus also the first editors: Harold I. Bell and 
Theodore C. Skeat, Fragments of an Unknown Gospel 
and Other Early Christian Papyri [2d ed.; London: 
Trustees of the British Museum, 1935] I; and 
Charles H. Dodd, “A New Gospel,” in idem, New 
Testament Studies [1953; 2d ed.; Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1954] 12), Helmut 
Koester has suggested a date “into the beginning of 
the II ce,” presuming that the papyrus reflects a stage 
of pre-Johannine and pre-Synoptic tradition 
(Introduction to the New Testament: History and 
Literature of Early Christianity [2 vols.; Philadelphia: 
Fortress; New York/Berlin: de Gruyter, 1982] 

2:182). In contrast, Franz Neirynck (“Papyrus 
Egerton 2 and the Healing of the Leper," EThL 61 
[ 1985] 153-60) has attempted to establish the use of 
the Synoptic gospels as probable. Since the first 
fragment seems to presume the Gospel of John, there 
are contacts with all four Gospels, whose material has 
been “reproduced from memory" (thus Joachim 
Jeremias and Wilhelm Schneemelcher, “Papyrus 


Egerton 2," in NTApoc 2 1:96). Since in any case it is a 
question of free quotations, a great degree of 
uncertainty remains in the identification of the 
underlying texts. According to recent research, the 
origin of the papyrus could be dated around the year 
200 or in the third century (cf. M. Groenewald, 
“Unbekanntes Evangelium oder Evangelien- 
harmonie,” Abhandlungen der Rheinisch-Westfdlischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Sonderreihe Papyrologica 
Coloniensia 8 [Kolner Papyri VI; Opladen: West- 
deutscher Verlag, 1987] 136-37). In no event should 
the importance of P. Eger. 2 for an early dating of 
the Gospel of John be overestimated. 

The “family similarity" to P. Eger. 2 was an 
important argument for the editor, C. H. Roberts, in 
dating $ 52 (P. Ryl. Greek 457), which is supposed to 
have been written in the first half of the second 
century (An Unpublished Fragment of the Fourth Gospel 
in the John Rylands Library [Manchester: University of 
Manchester Press, 1935] 11). With the altered 
evaluation of P. Eger. 2, the early dating of ^5 52 , 
which contains John 18:31-34, 37-38, becomes 
problematic, all the more so as the reasons given are 
certainly not adequate to establish the results desired. 
Thus the paleographic analysis leads to differing 
conclusions, since the absence of the iota adscript 
points rather to a later time, and the writing out of 
the nomina sacra can only be inferred, as no nomen 
sacrum appears in the text as it stands. It is indicative 
that the editor adduced only older papyri for the 
handwriting comparison, without verifying whether 
other manuscripts, dated near the end of the second 
or in the third century, might reveal similarities. 
There is urgent need for a new analysis of ^5 52 that 
would objectively set out the pros and cons of a 
possible dating; it might reveal that the favored 
dating “around a . d . 125,” unusually precise for such a 
papyrus (Aland and Aland, Text, 69), should be 
relegated to the realm of the creation of pious 
legends, especially since the reference to “general 
consensus" (Kurt Aland, "Der Text des Johannes- 
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be accorded to internal criteria. From them one can infer 
that, at the beginning of the Johannine tradition, the 
presbyter wrote 2 and 3 John, and that the Johannine 
school tradition thereafter branched out into the writing 
of 1 John and the Gospel of John, independently of the 
earlier letters. The origins of the last two writings are to 
be placed in the first half of the second century. 


5. Outline of 1 John 

The many attempts to establish a thematically oriented 
train of thought in 1 John have been recorded in a 
variety of proposed outlines of the letter. 79 In the 
schemata that are by far the most widely preferred, 1 
John is divided into two 80 or three 81 units, excluding the 
prologue and conclusion. Beyond this, there has been no 


evangeliums im 2. Jahrhundert," in Wolfgang 
Schrage, ed., Studien zum Text und zur Ethik des Neuen 
Testaments: Festschrift zum 80. Geburtstag von Heinrich 
Greeven [BZNW 47; Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 
1986] 1) cannot stand without critical examination. 
Cf. also the tendencies in modern papyrological 
research that—without scholarly justification—have 
attracted wide respect: e.g., Anton Fackelmann, 
“Presentation christlicher Urtexte aus dem ersten 
Jahrhundert geschrieben auf Papyrus. Vermutlich 
Notizschriften des Evangelisten Markus?" Anagennesis 
4 (1986) 25-36; Carsten P. Thiede, The Earliest 
Gospel Manuscript? The Qumran Papyrus 705 and Its 
Significance for New Testament Studies [Exeter: 
Paternoster, 1992]), together with the convincing 
criticism of this work by H. U. Rosenbaum, “Cave 7 
Q! Gegen die erneute Inanspruchnahme des 
Qumran-Fragments 7 Q 5 als Bruchstuck der 
altesten Evangelien-Handschrift,” BZ n.s. 31 (1987) 
189-205. 

79 Literature: Herbert Braun, “Literar-Analyse und 
theologische Schichtung im ersten Johannesbrief,” 
ZThK 48 (1951) 262-92, reprinted in idem, 
Gesammelte Studien zum Neuen Testament und seiner 
Umwelt (3d ed., Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1971, 
210-42); Friedrich Buchsel, “Zu denjohannes- 
briefen," ZJVW 28 (1929) 235-41; Rudolf Bultmann, 
“Analyse des ersten Johannesbriefes,” in Rudolf 
Bultmann and Hermann Freiherr von Soden, eds., 
Festgabe fiir A. Julicher zum 70. Geburtstag (Tubingen: 
Mohr, 1927) 138-58, reprinted in Erich Dinkier, 
ed., Exegetica: Aufsdtze zur Erforschung des Neuen 
Testaments (Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1967) 105— 
23; Bultmann, “Die kirchliche Redaktion des ersten 
Johannesbriefes," in Werner Schmauch, ed., In 
Memoriam E. Lohmeyer (Stuttgart: Evangelisches 
Verlagswerk, 1951) 189-201, reprinted in 
Bultmann, Exegetica, 381-93; Ernst von Dobschutz, 
“Johanneische Studien I,” ZNW 8 (1907) 1-8; Fred 
O. Francis, “The Form and Function of the Opening 
and Closing Paragraphs of James and I John," ZNW 
61 (1970) 110-26; Giorgio Giurisato, “Struttura 
della prima lettera di Giovanni," RivB 21/4 (1973) 
361-81; Theodor Hiring, “Gedankengang und 
Grundgedanke des ersten Johannesbriefs," in Adolf 
von Hamack, et al., eds., Theologische Abhandlungen: 


Carl von Weizsacker zu seinem siebzigsten Geburtstage 11. 
December 1892 gewidmet (Freiburg: Mohr [Siebeck], 
1892) 171-200; P. R. Jones, “A Structural Analysis 
of 1 John," RevExp 67 (1970) 433-44; Ernst 
Lohmeyer, “Uber Aufbau und Gliederung des ersten 
Johannesbriefes,” ZNW 27 (1928) 225-63; Domenico 
Munoz Leon, “El origen de las formulas ritmias 
antiteticas en la Primera Carta de San Juan,” 
Misceldnea Jose Zunzunegui (V itoria: Editorial Eset, 
1975) 221-44; Erasmus Nagl, “Die Gliederung des 
ersten Johannesbriefes," BZ 16 (1924) 77-92; 
Wolfgang Nauck, Die Tradition und der Charakter des 
ersten Johannesbriefes (WUNT 3; Tubingen: Mohr, 
1957); C. Clare Oke, “The Plan of the First Epistle of 
John," ExpT 51 (1939-40) 347-50; Otto A. Piper, “I 
John and the Didache of the Primitive Church,’' JBL 
66 (1947) 437-45; R. Schwertschlager, “Der erste 
Johannesbrief in seinem Grundgedanken und 
Aufbau” (diss., Gregoriana; Coburg, 1935); Albin 
Skrinjar, “De divisione epistolae primae Joannis," VD 
47 (1969) 31-40; idem, “De unitate epistolae 1 J," 

VD 47 (1969) 83-95; P. J. Thompson, “Psalm 119: A 
Possible Clue to the Structure of the First Epistle of 
John," StEv 11 (TU 87; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 
1964) 487-92; Kozue Tomoi, “The Plan of the First 
Epistle of John,” Exp T 52 (1940-41) 117—19; Arthur 
Westcott, “The Divisions of the First Epistle of St. 
John. Correspondence between Drs. Westcott and 
Hort," Exp. 7, series 3 (1907) 481-93. 

80 Thus Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John (AB 30; 
Garden City: Doubleday, 1982) 123-29 (sections: 
prologue; 1:5—2:28; 2:29—5:12; epilogue); simi¬ 
larly Tomoi (sections: 1:5—2:28; 2:29—5:13). 
Francis divides between 1:5—2:29 and 3:1 —5:12; 
thus also Andre Feuillet, who also wishes to demon¬ 
strate such extensive parallels between the Gospel of 
John and 1 John that they reflect a common con¬ 
ception of the “structure of the Christian life,” under¬ 
stood as community with “trinitarian life," with the 
emphases in both writings falling on faith and love 
(“Etude structural de la premiere epitre de saint 
Jean") in Heinrich Baltensweider and B. Reicke, eds., 
Neues Testament und Geschichte: Historiches Geschehen 
und Deutung im Neuen Testament: Oscar Cullmann zum 
70. Geburtstag [Zurich: Theologischer Verlag; 
Tubingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1972] 307-27). 
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shortage of original attempts at division. An effort has 
been made to show that this writing was produced 
according to the model of other literary forms, or in 
dependence on known texts. Thus J. C. O’Neill 
attempted to distinguish twelve subunits that could have 
originated in a Jewish-sectarian collection of admonitory 
speeches. 82 Psalm 119 has also been proposed as a 
formative text behind 1 John. 83 Better known is the 
thesis of Ernst Lohmeyer, according to which the 
external form not only of 1 John but also of the 
Johannine Apocalypse and the Gospel of John is 
determined by the number seven. 84 Raymond E. Brown 
thinks he can demonstrate that the Gospel of John 
furnished the principle of division. 85 An attempt has also 
been made to divide 1 John according to a fixed 
progression of thought. Erasmus Nag] saw a “fixed 
outline” in the rhythmic succession of three theses: (1) 
God is light (1:5—2:28); (2) God is just (2:29—4:6); (3) 
God is love (4:7—5:19). 86 But for the most part 1 John is 
seen as a relatively loose series of various trains of 
thought hung together on the basis of association. Many 
exegetes therefore regard their suggested outlines more 
as aids to the reader’s understanding than as genuine 


attempts to discover a clear-cut form within the letter. 87 

Nonetheless, Theodor Haring has discovered a 
principle behind the succession of the individual units in 
1 John: “after repeated readings, one cannot doubt that 
the two basic ideas, the signs by which one may recognize 
this community, resulting from the nature of their 
community with God (‘faith in Christ,’ and ‘love of the 
brothers and sisters’) are presented in a constant 
alternation; more precisely, in such a way that they first 
appear repeatedly one after the other, and then in their 
internal bondedness with one another.” 88 Even if one 
does not follow Haring’s suggested divisions in detail, 
one can discover in 1 John an alternating shift between 
parenetic and dogmatic sections. While Haring, in line 
with the liberal tradition, has especially regarded “the 
inseparable unity of faith and love,” the emphasis on the 
“ethical character of our religion,” 89 as the letter’s 
unifying idea, in this book I must give greater stress to 
the polemical thrust of 1 John; this is true for the outline 
as well. Moreover, the exegesis will show that the conflict 
with the opposing teachers is restricted mainly to the 
dogmatic sections, for 1 John, as a unified whole, is not 


81 Thus very frequently, e.g., by Charles H. Dodd, The 
Johannine Epistles (2d ed.; London: Hodder 8c 
Stoughton, 1947) xxii (1:5—2:28; 2:29—4:12; 
4:13—5:13); Huther, Handbuch, 12(1:5—2:28; 
2:29—3:22; 3:23—5:17); Schwertschlager, “Der 
erste Johannesbrief" (1:5—2:27; 2:28—4:6; 4:7— 

5:17); Wengst, Brief, 28-29 (1:5—2:17; 2:18—3:24; 
4:1—5:12); Edward Malatesta divides the letter into 
the three sections, 1:5—2:28; 2:29—4:6; 4:7—5:13, 
each headed “Exposition of Criteria of New 
Covenant Communion with God," which, however, is 
not persuasive, since there is no covenant terminol¬ 
ogy in 1 John ( Inferiority and Covenant: An Exegetical 
Study of civai h and ptvuv cv in the First Letter of Saint 
John [AnBib 69; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 

1978]). Other advocates of a three-part schema 
include Haring and Nagl (see below). There is a 
comprehensive list of the various attempts at division 
in Brown, Epistles, 764. 

82 J. C. O’Neill, The Puzzle of 1 John: A New Examination 
of Origins (London: SPCK, 1966). 

83 Thompson, “Psalm 119.” 

84 Lohmeyer, “Aufbau." For a critique, see Braun, 
“Literar-Analyse," esp. 270. 

85 Brown, Epistles, 123-29. 

86 Nagl, “Gliederung* (cf. esp. 77). For an overview of 
these and other attempts see Schwertschlager, “Der 


erste Johannesbrief," 9-16. 

87 Thus even Augustine ( Prologus in Epistulam Ioannis 
[SC 75; Paris: Cerf, 1961] 104) thought that “John" 
spoke constantly and comprehensively of love. 
Vielhauer is more precise: “The document does not 
follow any strict train of thought, but joins together a 
loose series of admonitory, instructive, and polemical 
remarks, often mingling them with one another. 
There is also no shortage of repetitions" ( Geschichte , 
461). Cf. also Kilmmel, who sees his proposed outline 
as “nothing more than an attempt" (Introduction, 436). 

88 Haring, “Gedankengang,” 9 (cf. also p. 6), with the 
following subunits: “Undeniably, 1:1-4 speaks of the 
revelation of eternal life, that is, of faith in Jesus 
Christ; 1:5—2:17 concerns walking in light, not 
sinning, doing what is just, and love of the brothers 
and sisters; 2:18-27 again speaks of faith in Christ; 
2:28—3:24 takes up the subject of love once more; 
the former appears again in 4:1-6. Then 4:7-21 is 
about the love that is inseparable from faith; 5:1-12 
concerns the faith that is inseparable from love. In 
the final section, 5:13-21, this fundamental idea of 
two-sided unity is repeated in urgent phrases.” 

89 Haring, “Gedankengang," 10. 
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to be understood on the basis of the existing polemical 
situation but from the author’s affection for the Christian 
community. Consequently, I propose the following 
divisions: 


1:1-4 What we have seen, 

Prelude we declare to you. 


I. 1:5 — 2:17 Communion with God 

Parenesis must be realized 

in freedom from sin 
and in mutual love 


II. 2:18-27 False teaching 

Dogmatic exposition 


III. 

2:28—3:24 

Whoever keeps God’s 


Parenesis 

commandments has 
a well-founded hope 

IV. 

4:1-6 

On discernment of spirits 


Dogmatic exposition 

(truth and error) 

V. 

4:7—5:4a 

The love of God revealed 


Parenesis 

in the Son obliges us 
to love our brothers and 



sisters 

VI. 

5:4 b-12 

Faith founded on 


Dogmatic exposition 

the testimony of water, 
blood, and Spirit 


VII. 5:13-21 The power of prayer 

Final parenetic remarks 
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Introduction: 
Exegesis of 1 John 


In both form and content, 1 John must be categorized 
differently from 2 and 3 John. Whereas 2 John is a letter 
to a Kvpta, presumably a single congregation, and 3 John 
is addressed by the presbyter to an individual (Gaius), 1 
John lacks the essential external marks of a letter. It has 
neither a prescript with the necessary information about 
the sender and addressee nor a proemium; the epistolary 
conclusion is also lacking. Nonetheless, the unknown 
author addresses the readers as “children” (rexvla, 
naifii'a), or even as “beloved ones” (aya-m/rot), 1 and the 
frequent use of “write" (ypafetv) seems appropriate to 
the situation of a letter. 2 This is no abstract meditation; 
rather, the author is giving concrete advice, as indicated 
by the attention paid to the different classes of persons 
within the community (2:12-14). The address is to 
readers who “believe in the name of the Son of God” 
(5:13). These readers apparently belong to multiple 
congregations that make up the community as a whole, 
rather than to a particular local congregation. From this 
point of view it seems that one should regard the writing 
as a combination of letter and sermon, and designate it a 
homily in the form of a letter, a homiletic writing addressed 
to the whole church, 3 but without thereby eradicating 


the immediate horizon of the Johannine community. As 
such, I John is neither an occasional letter nor a 
theological treatise. Instead, as a homily, it contains 
theoretical (dogmatic) and practical (parenetic) sections. 
This is clear from the outline: following an introduction 
(1:1-4), parenetic and dogmatic teachings alternate. Of 
course, an absolute stringency should not be expected 
here (for example, the “dogmatic” section beginning at 
4:1 opens with an imperative challenge to test the 
spirits). Specific basic concepts contribute to the unity 
encompassing the various sections: these include, among 
others, “fellowship of God” (roivuivLa Oeov), “love of God” 

( aya-nt] Oeov and ayairav t'ov Oeov), as well as “sin” 

(afiapria) and “hating the brother or sister” (pareiv t'ov 
abe\<p6v). These expressions echo typical Johannine 
terminology, and this raises the question of the place of 
this document within the tradition history of the 
Johannine writings. 

As regards its relationship to 2 and 3John, one should 
first point to the literary independence of these two older 
letters from the other Johannine writings. They contain 
a good many hapax legomena as well as expressions that 
recall the language of other NT writings. 4 Beyond this, it 


1 See below on 1 John 2:1 (n. 2); 2:12, 14; and 3 John 
1 . 

2 See below on 1 John 2:12 (n. 5). 

3 Among the NT writings, Hebrews is most nearly in 

homiletic form, especially if one acknowledges that 
the epistolary conclusion, because of its Pauline 
elements, must be regarded as secondary. The 
address ayiot adds to the homiletic character 

(3:1). It is less appropriate to call 1 John a “religious 
treatise" (Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen 
Briefe, 136; Martin Dibelius, Geschichte der urchrist- 
lichen Literatur [ThBu 58; 1926; 2d ed.; ed. 
Ferdinand Hahn; Munich: Kaiser, 1975] 2.61-63; 
Vielhauer, Geschichte, 462: Joseph Chaine [Les epitres 
catholiques (EtB; 2d ed.; Paris: Gabalda, 1939) 120] 
calls it a mixture of theological treatise and letter; 
Friedrich Biichsel [ Die Johannesbriefe (ThHKNT 17; 
Leipzig: Deichert, 1933) 1 ] has a similar opinion), 
since this designation does not really take into 
account 1 John’s direct address to its audience. But 
such expressions as "manifesto" (Jiilicher and 
Fascher, Einleitung, 226; Rudolf Bultmann, 
“Johannesbriefe," RGG 3 3 [1959] 836-39) or “appeal 
in the form of a sermon" (Balz, “Johannesbriefe," 

161) do not really give adequate scope to the 
theoretical character of the writing. The designation 
“homily" is also found in the work of Lohmeyer, 


“Aufbau," 256-57; Dodd, Epistles, xxi, lx. 

4 Among the hapax legomena in 2 and 3 John 

(differing from 1 John and the Fourth Gospel) are: 
(PihoTiptMiTtvetv, tpXvapetu, pckav, yaprqs, eaXapos, and 
not least the reference to the sender as 6 Ttpurpvrtpof, 
all expressions that do not occur in the other 
Johannine writings but are present in non-Johannine 
documents, e.g.: eyapqv Xlav (2 John 4; 3 John 3; cf. 
Phil 4:10); fjkeneiv cavrovs (2 John 8; cf. Mark 13:9); 
tsurdov 7 TAt; p t; arroXapfiavtiv (2 John 8; cf. Matt 5:12; 

10:41-42 par.); trvvepyoi ytvurffat (3 John 8; cf. 1 Cor 
3:9; 2 Cor 1:24); ayaOoirouiv (3 John 11; cf. Luke 
6:9, 33, 35; 1 Pet 2:15; 3:6, 17). On this, see Eduard 
Schwartz, Vher den Tod derSohne Zebedai: ein Beitrag 
zur Geschichte des Johannesevangeliums (AGWG.PH 
7/5; Berlin: Weidmann, 1904; reprinted, Gottingen: 
Kraus, 1970) 47-48, 52-53; Jiilicher and Fascher, 
Einleitung, 236-37; Emanuel Hirsch, Studien zum 
vierten Evangelium (BHTh 11; Tubingen: Mohr 
[Siebeck], 1936) 177-78; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
270; Lieu. Epistles, 217-22. 





can be shown that the Johannine imaginative and literary 
world, with its dualism and dialectical forms of speech, is 
present here only in its rudimentary beginnings. 

The situation is quite different in the case of I John. It 
is clear already from the handing on of the “old” and 
“new" agape commandments that this document 
represents a fuller, more reflective, and later stage of 
tradition than the other two minor Johannine writings. 5 
This is evident from the polished style, recalling the 
Fourth Gospel, which has led to the thesis that 1 John is 
using a source document characterized by antithetic 
parallelisms. 6 Besides this stylistic factor, weighty 
material reasons favor the independence of I John from 
the two subsequent letters: the absence of the reference 
to the author as “the elder” (6 'jrpca^urcpos); the plural 


use of the word “antichrist” (ai/ri'xpurroff); 7 the Christ’s 
having “come in the flesh”; 8 the general, temporally 
undifferentiated statement that “no one can see God”; 9 
and the word “children” (mwa). 10 Finally, just as 3 John 
presupposes 2 John (cf. 3 John 9), the author of 1 John, 
in using the aorist “I wrote” (eypa\pa) in I John 2:14, is 
probably not pointing to this present writing, 11 but 
instead intends to suggest the idea of a previous letter, 
which could refer to 2 (and 3) John. In any case, the 
author of 1 John presupposes a ramified discussion 
within the Johannine school traceable to the beginnings 
of that school in the still more distant past, beginnings 
that appear to be attested in 2 and 3 John. 12 

With regard to the relationship between l John and the 
Fourth Gospel, the suggestion that 1 John is to be 


5 See below. Many proposals that are advanced in 
favor of the dependency of 2 and 3 John on 1 John 
presuppose the conclusion and are unpersuasive: for 
example, the opinion that 2 John 5 refers to 1 John 
2:7-8 (the old and new commandment) or to John 

13:34 (the new commandment) and shows “a clear 
line of development from the Gospel of John 
through 1 John to 2 John.” It is obvious that the 
designation of the opponents as antichrists (2 John 7; 
1 John 2:18; 4:3) not only historicizes eschatology in 
general but also reveals a shift from 2 John to 1 John 
(where it is plurall)—see n. 7 below and the remarks 
on 2 John 7. The thesis that the saying about the 
completion of joy (2 John 12) is only a stereotypical 
reference to 1 John 1:4 cannot be established; 
neither can the assumption that 1 John 3:6 (“seeing 
God"), as a claim by the opponents, has priority over 
the corresponding passage in 3 John 11. As regards 
the differing attitudes toward opponents in 1 and 2 
John, it is difficult to conclude from that situation to 
the dependency of 2 John on 1 John. The conclusion 
should rather be that different authors are arguing at 
different times and in different situations against 
opponents who are, in each case, independent of one 
another. (This is said in response to Wengst, Brief, 
230-31.) 

6 Thus Dobschiitz, “Studien,” and Bultmann, Epistles; 
modified by Braun, “Literar-Analyse”; on this, see 
the critical review by Eduard Lohse in The Formation 
of the New Testament (trans. M. Eugene Boring; 
Nashville: Abingdon, 1981) 183-92. Brown ( Epistles, 
124-25) still presumes that 1 John presupposes the 
Gospel of John and, following the thesis of James L. 
Houlden (A Commentary on the Johannine Epistles 
[HNTC; Black’s New Testament Commentaries; 
London: Black; New York: Harper 8c Row, 1973; 2d 


ed.; London: Black, 1994] 31) and Andre Feuillet 
(“The Structure of First John: Comparison with the 
4th Gospel,” BTB 3 [ 1973] 194-216), believes he can 
demonstrate the presence of the outline of the 
Fourth Gospel within 1 John. This approach, 
however, leads to an overvaluation of the caesura in 
1 John 3:10/11. 

7 1 John 2:18; against 2 John 7 (singular); the singular 
is also found in 1 John 2:22; 4:3. Apparently the 
author of 1 John, in emphasizing the “many 
antichrists,” presumes the language of 2 John 7, but 
modifies it with a view to this author’s own situation, 
different from that of 2 John. 

8 1 John 4:2; cf. John 1:14; against 2 John 7. 

9 1 John 4:12a; John 1:18; different 3 John 11: 
“whoever does evil has not seen God." On this, see n. 
27 below on 1:1. 

10 1 John 2:1, 12, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21; John 13:33. Cf. 
the Papias fragments, in which we find the title iraTbes 
for community members: roby Kara Oc'ov anaxlav 
aoKovvr a? “-Tratfia?” ckoXovv a>? na\ Ilamay brjXot 
/ 3 i/ 3 Aui) irpd>ru> ra>v k vpiatcwv e^Tjyij<reoiV xai KA17/4179 6 

’ AXe^avbpevs (v rat riai8aya>ya) (Maximus the 
Confessor, Scholia in Dionysium Areopagitam, de 
ecclesiastica hierarchia 2: “those who, in harmony with 
God, practice no evil, they called ‘children,’ as does 
Papias also in the first book of the expositions of the 
Lord [i.e., the words of the Lord] and Clement of 
Alexandria in the Paidagogos”). Cf. Erwin Preuschen, 
Antilegomena (Giessen: Ricker, 1901) 57-58. 2 John 
1,4, 13; 3 John 4 are similar; but cf. also renva (rou) 
Oeov : 1 John 3:1-2, 10; 5:2; John 1:12; 11:52. 

11 Cf. v. 14a with v. 3; v. 14b with v. 13a; v. 14c with v. 

13b. Cf. Brooke, Epistles, 41-43; more extensively 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 1 18 (according to whom 
this is an “epistolary aorist"). 
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understood as a “Johannine pastoral letter” 13 has 
exercised great influence in the discussion of this 
problem. Nevertheless, after what has been said one 
should ask whether in this connection the temporal 
priority of the Fourth Gospel is not presumed too 
automatically, and whether the independent character of 
1 John with respect to the Gospel is not generally 
underestimated. 

On the one hand, one must acknowledge that the 
Gospel and 1 John share common elements. These are 
both linguistic 14 and material in character, since the key 
Johannine concepts of “truth” (aA^foia) and “love” 

(i ayairi ]), among others, appear in both books. 15 If these 
common elements are based on the tradition of the 
Johannine school that is fundamental to both these 
writings, there may be the further factor that the 
situation of the Johannine circle in which that tradition 
arose is different from that of 2 and 3 John, and that 
both the Gospel and 1 John are to be assigned to an 


advanced stage in the history of the tradition. 16 

On the other hand, one may justly point out that the 
two documents are strikingly different in both form and 
content. The “form” of the Fourth Gospel is that of a vita 
Jesu, less tightly constructed than the Synoptics but 
obviously planned with great care, as is evident from its 
beginning and ending. 17 The result is a different 
placement of theological accents and a difference in 
theological concepts, for the author of 1 John betrays no 
knowledge of any traditions about the life of Jesus. 
Whereas 1 John is ecclesiologically oriented, the 
orientation of the Gospel is christological. 

Of further material importance is that specific 
theological ideas are present in only one of these two 
documents of the Johannine circle. Thus, while John 
1:29 alludes to the atoning character of the death of 


12 See above, part 4 of the Introduction (“The 

Johannine School"); Strecker, “Anfange,” esp. 40- 
42. 

1 3 Hans Conzelmann, “‘Was von Anfang war,’” in 
Walther Eltester, ed., Neutestamentliche Studien fur 
Rudolf Bultmann (BZNW 21; Berlin: Tdpelmann, 
1957) 194-201, reprinted in idem, Theologie als 
Schriftauslegung: Aufsdtze zum Neuen Testament (BEvTh 
65; Munich: Kaiser, 1974) 207-14, esp. 214; cf. 
earlier Otto Baumgarten, DieJohannesbriefe (SNT 4; 
3d ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1918) 

1 85 (“pastoral circular letter"). 

14 The linguistic style of the Fourth Gospel in relation 
to that of 1 John has been investigated frequently 
and in depth. Cf. Heinrich Julius Holtzmann, “Das 
Problem des ersten johanneischen Briefes in seinem 
Verhaltnis zum Evangelium llfJPTh 8 (1882) 

128ff.; Brooke, Epistles, i-xxvii; Chaine, Les epitres 
catholiques, 104-18. According to Hirsch, the Gospel 
of John is the authoritative Gospel for 1 John 
( Studien, 171). Haenchen’s conclusion is similar 
(“Neuere Literatur zu den Johannesbriefen,” in 
idem, Gesammelte Aufsdtze, vol. 2: Die Bibel und Wtr 
[Tubingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1968] 235-311 [= ThR 
26 (1960) 1-43, 267-91] 249-50). In contrast, Dodd 
(Epistles, xlvii-lvii) emphasizes the differences and 
concludes from them that a different audience is in 
view. Others emphasize the common linguistic 
elements in the two documents; see, e.g., Wilbert F. 
Howard, “An Examination of the Linguistic 
Evidence Adduced against the Unity of Authorship 
of the First Epistle of John and the Fourth Gospel,” 


JTS 48 (1947) 12-25; W. G. Wilson, “The Common 
Authorship of the Johannine Gospel and Epistles," 
yrS49(1948) 147-56; Alwyn P. Salom, “Some 
Aspects of the Grammatical Style of 1 John,"y5L 74 
(1955) 96-102; George D. Kilpatrick, “Two 
Johannine Idioms in the Johannine Epistles," 272- 
73; so also Wikenhauser and Schmid, Einleitung, 
621-23; cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 34 and 
elsewhere (see n. 22 below). 

15 Cf. also Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen 
Bnefe, 109-10. They mention as common elements 
the close association of Father and Son, the sending 
of the Son into the world, his becoming flesh, water, 
and blood (1 John 5:6-8; John 19:34-35), dualism of 
God and world, God and the devil, love and hate, 
light and darkness, death and life, as well as the 
formulas of immanence. 

16 Here I can only make brief reference to the problem 
of “early Catholicism" in the Fourth Gospel. No doubt 
there are pastoral elements that are customarily 
attributed to early Catholicism not only in 1 John but 
in the Gospel as well. Thus Brown (Epistles, xiii-xxi) 
also understands the Johannine Paraclete sayings as a 
response to the early Christian problem of the delay 
of the parousia and the loss of the eyewitnesses. 

17 Hans Windisch already supported the thesis that 
John knew the Synoptics (Johannes und die Synoptiker: 
Wollte der vierte Evangelist die alteren Evangelien 
ergdnzen oder ersetzen? [UNT 12; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 
1926]). 
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Jesus, only 1 John (1:7, 9; 2:2; 4:10) expressly states it; 
the case is similar with the concept of “hope" (tAirts; 1 
John 3:3) and with the word napova-ta (1 John 2:28). And 
while future eschatological elements are not absent from 
the Fourth Gospel, they retreat significantly in favor of a 
present eschatology. There is also a differing use of the 
concepts of the Paraclete (irapaicATjros; in John it refers to 
the “Spirit," in 1 John 2:1 to Jesus Christ), “light” (<f><Js; 
John 8:12 and frequently elsewhere for Christ; 1 John 
1:5 for God). The Fourth Gospel does not directly 
mention any “false teachers," but includes them within 
the idea of the world or the unbelief of the Jews. 18 By 
contrast, 1 John describes them polemically and at length 
as “antichrists” (1 John 2:18) and “false prophets" (1 John 
4:1). 19 The ecclesiologically important terms yjfi<Tp.a, 
a-neppa, xoivutvia, and TtappT]<ria are found only in 1 John, 
whereas the absolute christological concept of Aoyos 
appears only in John 1:1, 14. 20 Similarly, 1 John also 
lacks the terminology of “glory” (Sofa), as well as the 
statements about Christ’s ascent and descent (ai>a- and 
Kara/SatWiv) and the terms croifcu;, cratTtjpla, ttpitns, v'povv, 
and Trvevpa Hyiov. These examples show that the 
conceptual material is marked by differing christological 


or ecclesiological tendencies. But the differences go 
beyond mere variety of expression or expressive 
intention. 21 Moreover, the common features of the two 
documents are not so extensive that one must posit a 
single author for both. 22 The terminological differences 
and agreements are explained, rather, when one 
presupposes that both documents originated as mutually 
independent writings of the Johannine school. 

Concerning the question of literary unity, one cannot 
deny that 1 John reveals a whole series of apparent leaps 
that could invite literary-critical division. Rudolf 
Bultmann went far in that direction: he wished to use his 
linguistic observations to isolate a source document used 
as a model by the author of 1 John. This document 
would have contained twenty-six antithetical couplets 23 
and would have been closely related, in both form and 
content, to the “revelatory discourse source" Bultmann 
postulated for the Fourth Gospel. 24 The linguistic 
observations on which Bultmann based his literary- 
critical conclusions remain of structural-analytical value 
even when one agrees with Ernst Haenchen that 
Bultmann’s reconstruction is based on parallelisms that 
are too mechanically paired in their construction 25 and 


18 On Jewish unbelief, see John 5:10, 15-16, 18; 7:1, 

13; 8:48, 52, 57; 9:18, 22; 10:24,31,33; 11:8; 

18:12, 14, 31, 36, 38; 19:7, 12, 14, 31, 38; 20:19, as 
well as Rev 2:9; 3:9. The suggestion that the 
stereotypical opposition to the “world" or the “Jews" 
may point to an older period and that the opposition 
to false teaching within the Christian community in 1 
John belongs to a later period is not persuasive 
(Bultmann, Epistles, 1). 

19 Compare the sharp conflict between the presbyter 
and the irAdvot (“deceivers") in 2 John 7. 

20 Compare this with the genitive expression Adyor rijt 
Cvys (1 John 1:1), or Adyos roe dtov as “word of God" 
(1 John 2:14; cf. 1:10; 2:5, 7; also John 10:35). The 
general use of Aoyos/Adyoi (1 John 3:18; 3 John 10; 
John 4:37; and frequently elsewhere) is less closely 
related. 

21 Against Wikenhauser and Schmid, Einleilung, 622, 
according to whom the unique features of 1 John in 
contrast to the Fourth Gospel find "their unforced 
explanation in its opposition to the gnostic heresy." 

22 Dodd is correct in arguing against a common 
authorship for John and 1 John. When, in opposing 
him, W. F. Howard and W. G. Wilson emphasize that 
the linguistic differences do not require one to 
conclude that different authors are at work (see n. 14 
above), the problem of the Johannine school is left 


out of the discussion. The idea of a Johannine school 
tradition was also advanced by Dodd, even though in 
a form that is vulnerable to attack. (See Dodd, 

Epistles, lvi: “The simplest hypothesis, however, 
seems to be that the author of the Epistle was a 
disciple of the Evangelist and a student of his work.") 
Bauer (“Johannesevangelium und Johannesbriefe," 

138) has a different opinion: the author of the 
Fourth Gospel is “the same man . . . who wrote the 
major Johannine letter.” 

23 Bultmann, “Analyse," 108, 121-23 (reconstruction 
of the source). 

24 See the previous note, and also Bultmann, 
“Johannesbriefe," RGG* 3.836-39; Heinz Becker, Die 
Reden des Johannesevangeliums und der Stil der 
gnostischen Offenbarungsrede (FRLANT n.s. 50; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1956). 

25 Haenchen, “Neuere Literatur," 246: “no housewife 
would bake a cake using nothing but raisins." 
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rejects the supposed source document as hypothetical. It 
is also important for the interpretation of I John to note 
that Bultmann’s positing of a “revelatory discourse 
source” for the Fourth Gospel has been rejected by the 
majority of scholars, and for good reasons. 26 

Still more important is the fact that Bultmann also 
posited an “ecclesiastical redaction" for both the Gospel 
and 1 John. It was supposed to have contained, in 
particular, apocalyptic expressions (e.g., 1 John 2:28; 

3:2; 4:17), as well as christological sayings about 
atonement (e.g., 1 John 1:7c; 2:2; 4:10), and sacramental 
material (5:6-9). The concluding section, which 
differentiates two classes of sins (deadly sins and those 
that do not lead to death), is also included; this is said to 
reflect an official church penitential praxis. But the 
suggestion that I John has been subjected to ecclesiastical 
redaction is more questionable than the corresponding 
position regarding the Fourth Gospel. No exclusive 
contrast between future and present eschatology can be 
posited for the apocalyptic statements in 1 John. Instead, 
in 1 John the future eschatological elements from the 
Johannine tradition appear to be applied to the present, 
while on the contrary some eschatological sayings about 
the present have received a future accent. This consti¬ 
tutes an eschatological-apocalyptic dialectic in which, in 
contrast to the Fourth Gospel, the future aspect is more 
strongly accented. 27 

As regards the idea of atonement through the blood of 
Christ, the expressions used in 1 John are no less 
traditional in origin than are those in the apocalyptic 
elements, and for this reason alone cannot be assigned to 


a secondary redactional stage without a particular 
argument in favor of that position. Since they occur 
throughout the whole of the document, they can be 
eliminated from it only by an artificial procedure. They 
belong just as much to the substance of the theology of 1 
John as does the theme of “sin,” which appears not only 
in the concluding section but elsewhere as well. 

If one presupposes that 1 John is, on the whole, a 
literary unit, this does not mean that the author wrote 
the document at a single sitting. With regard to the 
caesura at 2:27/28, which is especially important for the 
analysis of the writing, Bultmann expressed the opinion 
that an original draft ended at 2:27 and that the 
following sections are nothing but variations on the 
themes introduced in the first part. 28 Even though one 
may remain skeptical of such a position, since the 
remarks that follow 2:28 introduce new ideas, one may 
still draw tradition-critical conclusions from this caesura. 
These suggest that the author, much like Paul in his 
letters, did not write without interruption, but when 
composing the document referred to discussions within 
the Johannine school. From this point of view, breaks 
and leaps within the body of I John may also be 
explained as the consequence of the interweaving of the 
results of a number of the school’s discussions. 


26 Cf. Schnackenburg, John, 1.67-68; Ernst Haenchen, 
“Aus der Literatur zurjohannesevangelium 1929- 
1956’’ ThR 23 (1955) 306-7; Ernst Kasemann, “Aus 
der Neutestamentlichen Arbeit der letzten jahre,” 
VF (1947/48) 195-223; Dwight Moody Smith, The 
Composition and Order of the Fourth Gospel (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1972) 110-15; 
Charles K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St.John 
(London: SPCK; New York: Macmillan, 1955; 2d 
ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978); Raymond E. 
Brown, The Gospel According to John (2 vols.; AB 29, 
29A; Garden City: Doubleday, 1966, 1970) l.xxxi- 
xxxii; Jurgen Becker, Das Evangelium nach Johannes 
(2 vols.; OTK 4/1; Gutersloh: Mohn, 1979-81) 

1.34-36; with some reserve also Siegfried Schulz, 
Das Evangelium nach Johannes (NTD 4; 12lh ed.; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 8c Ruprecht, 1972) 8. 


Vielhauer ( Geschichte , 425-27) holds still another 
opinion. 

27 The use of the verb <pavcpovv is one example of this 
dialectic. It has, first, a christological sense that 
determines the eschatological present: Christ has 
appeared (1 John 1:2; cf. 3:8); second, it has a future 
eschatological meaning, “when he is revealed” (2:28 
with reference to the parousia; cf. also 3:2, “what we 
will be has not yet been revealed”). 

28 Cf. Bultmann, Epistles, 43. 



1 John 1:1-4 


Prelude: 

What We Have Seen, We Declare to You 


1 We declare to you what was from the 

beginning, what we have heard, what we 
have seen with our eyes, what we have 
looked at and touched with our hands, 
concerning the word of life— 2/ this life 
was revealed, and we have seen it and 
testify to it, and declare to you the 
eternal life that was with the Father and 
was revealed to us— 3/ we declare to 
you what we have seen and heard so that 
you also may have fellowship with us; 
and truly our fellowship is with the 
Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4/ 
We are writing these things so that our 
joy may be complete. 


Like 1 John as a whole, these verses cannot be classified 
within the letter form. Since this is a written document, it 
is appropriate for the author to refer to the fact of 
writing (v. 4). Thus the closing phrases are only distantly 
reminiscent of a salutatio, as that form is familiar to us 
from NT letter prescripts. 1 Verses 1-4 are intended to 
introduce not a letter but rather the homily that follows. 
They are the prelude to the subsequent parenetic and 
dogmatic teaching. 

The grammatical structure is confused. The introduc¬ 
tory relative clauses that form the framework of v. 1 are 
missing their predicate. The connective ttepi cannot 
easily be fitted into the sentence structure. It contributes 
to the murkiness of the construction that v. 2 is appar¬ 
ently a parenthesis, 2 while v. 3 continues the series of 
relative clauses from v. 1 and closes them with a finite 
verb “we declare” (a-nayyeXXopev) on which depends the 
following IW clause. The sentence structure is further 
complicated by the anticipation of this verb in the 


parenthesis. The problems of content that result will be 
treated in the exegesis below. At this point it may suffice 
to draw the following conclusions: (1) The opaqueness of 
the sentence structure suggests the idea that the author 
did not intend a consistently developed stylistic arrange¬ 
ment of the individual clauses here or in what follows. 

He produced linguistic unevenness as a matter of course, 
so that one may ask whether this is a specific character¬ 
istic of this author’s style. (2) Beyond this, one may also 
ask whether the choppiness of the style and the conscious 
avoidance of clear definitions allow the conclusion that 
the author is deliberately making a mystery of the subject 
being addressed. In any case one may say that neither 
this passage nor the logical identifications presented in 
the later development of the writing should be inter¬ 
preted as if they were systematic definitions. 3 
■ 1 The concept of “beginning” (apxv) 4 appears again in 
the prepositional phrase air apxfjs in 2 John 5-6. Even if 
in the latter case it describes the beginning of the 


1 On the salutatio in a letter’s prescript, see Vielhauer, 
Geschichle, 64; I am opposing the position of Francis 
(“Form and Function," 122: “Verse four isa 
summary, transitional epistolary device alluding to 
the <x<rp’l>’ in the opening of other epistles”). 

2 Francis differs (“Form and Function,” 122): “There is 

no need to treat verse two as a parenthetical remark. 

Verse one stands in apposition to the independent 
sentence, verse two (especially to its subject, life), and 
verse three is simply a new sentence.” Against this 
position, and in harmony with what 1 have said 
above: Bultmann, Epistles, 7; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 


61; Brown, Epistles, 166; Stephen S. Smalley, “What 
about 1 John?” in Elizabeth A. Livingstone, ed., 
Studia Biblica 1978, vol. 3: Papers on Paul and Other 
New Testament Authors (JSNTSup 3; Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1980)338. 

See n. 11 below on rrepi rov Xoyov rrj y farjs; cf. also 
the remarks on 4:8, 16. 

On this, see Canon Muratori, lines 29-31, where 1 
John 1:1 is combined, apparently in a free quotation, 
with 1:3. The combination of 1 John 1:1 with John 
20:19-29 in Epislola Apostolorum §3 is striking: on 
this, see Arnold Ehrhardt, “The Gospels in the 



Prelude 


1 John 1:1-4 


community or (less probably) the foundation of faith 
through the Christ-event, 5 one cannot deny that here it 
reveals a close relationship to the absolute understanding 
of the term in the prologue to the Fourth Gospel (John 
1:1). The question arises whether 1 John, in speaking of 
“that which was from the beginning,” presumes not only 
the language but also the theology of the Fourth Gospel; 
that is, whether it is referring to the interpretation of the 
Christ-event in the Fourth Gospel. 

If one believes that 1 John originated in dependence 
on the Fourth Gospel and carries the theology of that 
Gospel farther, the Gospel's concept of apx 7 ) ( as P art of 
the “innocuous language of some passages in John 
concerning the beginnings of discipleship”) would be 
“intensified" in 1 John. “The church orients itself to its 
origins. ... Its eschatological self-consciousness is 
transposed into a reflection on the essence of Christian 
society.” 6 This means concretely that the theology of the 
author of 1 John is articulated in the polemic against 
false teaching (2:23-24) and, having the Fourth Gospel 
as “a fixed authority held firmly in mind,” introduces the 
idea of an ecclesial tradition. 7 This is an impressive 
construct, but it must remain open to the question 


whether the Gospel is not being evaluated to the 
detriment of 1 John. Furthermore, it provokes a 
counterthesis, namely, that the posited dependence must 
be replaced by the view that these two theologically most 
significant of the Johannine writings stand fundamentally 
in parallel to one another. 

Let us begin with the Johannine use of the word apxv- 
There can be no doubt that, in John 1:1, apxV< referring 
to the Aoyos, describes the absolute beginning. Close 
parallels occur in 1 John 1:1; 2:13-14. At each of these 
points in the text the absolute apxv is used in a positive, 
christological sense. There is also an absolute negative 
meaning, both in the Gospel (John 8:44), which describes 
the devil as a “murderer from the beginning” (infivos 
avdpaynoKTovoi qv air ’ apx’’ js), and in 1 John, which calls 
the devil a sinner “from the beginning” (1 John 3:8: aw ’ 
ap\Tjf o 8ia/3oAos ap.apTa.vti). It is difficult to conclude 
from these passages that 1 John depends on the Gospel, 
for the decisive verse, John 1:1, is in the Logos hymn, 
which, according to the dominant opinion of scholars, 
preceded the composition of the Fourth Gospel. 8 The 


Muraiorian Fragment,” in idem, The Framework of the 
New Testament Stories (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press; Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1964) 28-29 (although Ehrhardt thinks that 
even 1 John 1:1 is answering the positions of the 
“Alogi": p. 34). 

5 See the remarks on 2 John 5-6 and what follows. 
Besides these two passages, the construction appears 
also in 1 John 2:7, 13-14, 24; 3:8, 11, as well as John 
8:44; 1 5:27; cf. Luke 1:2. According to Ignace de la 
Potterie the formulation e£ apxys (John 6:64; 16:4) is 
materially different (“La notion de ‘commencement’ 
dans les ecrits johanniques," in Rudolf Schnacken- 
burg, Josef Ernst, and Joachim Wanke, eds., Die 
Kirche des Anfangs: Festschrift fur Heinz Schurmann 
[Leipzig: St. Benno, 1978] 379-403, at 390ff.); but a 
comparison of John 16:4 with 15:27 shows that no 
difference is intended (cf. Brown, Epistles, 155: 
“Johannine love for variation of vocabulary"). 

6 Conzelmann, “Anfang," 213. 

7 Ibid., 211-12. 

8 Cf. Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A 
Commentary (trans. George R. Beasley-Murray, R. W. 
N. Hoare, and John K. Riches; Philadelphia: 
Westminster; London: Blackwell, 1971) 16; 
Schnackenburg ,John, 1.224-29; Brown, John, 1.19- 
21. A comparison between 1 John 1:1-4 and John 


1:1-14 reveals the following picture: 


1 John 1:1-4 
v. 1 air' apxrjs 
v. 1 f» aKijKoafifV, 
o (wpaKapev rots 
6(p0aXfxois rjfiwv, 

b' i6(acrap.(da 
. . . T 7)P far)V T7)P 

aliLviov (v. 2 b) 
v. 1 tov Aoyot tt)s farjs 
v. 2 a t} far) c<pai/epd>$7) 
(V. 2C + 7)fuv) 


John 1:1-14 
v. 1 t v apxjj 
v. 1 4 (6(a<ra.fjL(8a ttjp 
bofap avrov 


v. 4 (v avrw fa7] 371 / 

(= v. 1:6 Aoyos) 

v. 14 6 Aoyos (rap£ 
cyevero feat 
(ITKT) 1/(0<T(P fP 7l)lip 
V. 1 (+ 2) 7)P TTpOS TOP Stop 


v. 2c r)P itpos top Trarepa 
The differences show that only a few concepts 
correspond; even the same words are used 
differently. Thus not only is the absolute 6 Aoyos 
missing from 1 John, but there is a difference of 
usage between air' apx’?* (1 John 1:1) and <v apxf} 
(John 1:1): the incarnation is predicated in 1 John 
not of the Logos, who “became flesh” and “tented" 
among us, but of £ 0 ) 77 . In addition, the object of 
seeing is not the doxa of the Incarnate One, but 
eternal life (v. 2b). Beyond this, it is clear from the 
comparison that not even the sequence of the Logos 
hymn reappears in 1 John. It follows that the author 
of 1 John is not referring to the prologue of John 
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problem at hand may be resolved by positing that the 
author of 1 John follows the Johannine school’s under¬ 
standing of ap\ij, an understanding that is also pre¬ 
supposed by the prologue to the Fourth Gospel and by 
the fourth evangelist. 

One may add to this that apxv in the Fourth Gospel 
refers either to the work and message of Jesus (John 
2:11; 16:4) or to the beginnings of discipleship (John 
6:64; 15:27). 9 These two meanings may not be dismissed 
as “innocuous." There are correspondences in the 
christological and ecclesiological language of the 
Johannine literature. They testify to the basic structure 
of the Johannine idea of tradition within the church, 
even in the Gospel (esp. at 15:27 and 16:4). Hence in this 
context, despite the variation in the intention of what is 
being said, there is no sign of a fundamental difference 
among the Johannine writings. The absolute use of 
language emphasizes the eschatological “pre-” of the 
beginning, founded on the preexistent Logos and 
identified with it—explicitly in the Gospel, and implicitly 
in 1 John. This helps to underscore the tension between 
eschatology and history that is already present in 2 John 
5-6, a tension that shaped the beginning of the Johan¬ 


nine community and thus the community itself. 10 

It also becomes evident at this point that the relative if 
that appears four times in v. 1, despite its neuter form 
and despite the fact that it is paraphrased with the ircpi- 
expression in v. lb, 11 in truth refers to nothing other 
than the Christ-event to which the author testifies. 
Although the concept of Aoyos should be translated in 
the first instance as “word,” so that the genitive can be 
understood as objective (“word of life’), 12 one still 
cannot exclude an epexegetical 13 or qualitative 14 sense. 
This indicates that the genitive (toTjy does not necessarily 
reduce Xoyos to an impersonal meaning (“word”), 15 but 
rather that the Logos can also be considered here as a 
person; for life-giving power belongs not only to the 
proclaiming word but also to Christ as the preexistent 
and incarnate Logos. 16 That the interpretation of Aoyos 
as a person cannot be eliminated is suggested by the 
parallels to the Johannine prologue, even though this 
does not establish any literary dependence. Instead, what 
we find here is a piece of tradition from the Johannine 
school. 17 This conclusion is further suggested by the 
absolute usage t'ov air ’ apxys in 1 John 2:13-14. 
Accordingly, the author’s message concerns not only the 


(against Brown, Epistles, 178); what is cited is not 
even the pre-Johannine Logos hymn; rather, this 
author is employing the independent language and 
world of ideas of the Johannine school, which is also 
used—even though in a sharply divergent manner— 
in John 1:1-14. Cf. Schnelle, Antidocetic Christology, 
53-55. 

9 John 8:25 is different; here the accusative tijv ap\yv 
stands for oXats in the sense of “at all." Cf. BAGD 112. 

10 The formulaic air ’ apxrjs (see n. 5 above) relieves the 
existing tension neither in a purely historical nor in a 
purely eschatological sense. Rather, it articulates the 
unity of eschaton and history, something that has 
become manifest in the Christ-event and is fulfilled in 
the being of the church. Cf. also Wendt (“Der 
'Anfang,’" 40), who correctly disputes a dependence 
of our text on the prologue of the Fourth Gospel, 
and in v. 1 sees a statement of a “historical situation," 
namely, the “beginning of historical Christianity." 

11 The use of the preposition -ntpl is grammatically 
correct, but unusual. One would expect the 
accusative t'ov Xoyov rrjs (wtjv as an explication of the 
relative pronoun. That the author chose this other 
construction reveals that the “word of life” is the 
focal point that will define what follows. (Cf. Dodd, 
Epistles, 3: “But prima facie the clause ‘concerning the 
word of life' indicates the theme of the announce¬ 


ment.”) 

12 Cf. BDF §163; also 1 John 1:2 (atrayyeXXoptv vptv 
tt]v ((OTJV ttjv alwviov). 

13 Cf. BDF § 167 (an appositive genitive), “the word that 
is life." 

14 Cf. BDF § 165 (also a descriptive or adjectival 
genitive), “the word that is characterized by life," the 
living or life-giving word. See, correspondingly, John 
6:35 (bread of life); 8:12 (light of life); Rev 21:6; 

22 :1, 17 (water of life). 

15 Terlullian already wrote in this sense (De Anima 
17.14: “sermo vitae"; but he wrote differently in Adv. 
Prax. 15); see the corresponding v. 3 (cvnayyeXXopev) 
and v. 5 (f; ayyeXta rjv depeoapev hit ’ aiiroS 
avayyeXXopev vp.lv). 

16 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 57: “The phrase 
‘concerning the word of life’ [mpt rov Xoyov vrjv 

(<ojjs], which disturbs the balance of the sentence, can 
be explained as due to the urgent need for 
qualification. As far as the content goes, both phrases 
may be making the same point, the one at the 
beginning and the other at the end of v. 1. The 
preexistent Logos, and subsequently the incarnate 
One, incorporates in himself the fullness of the 
divine life, an idea that is no more clarified here than 
it is in [the Gospel of John].” 

17 I cannot address the religio-historical aspect of the 
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life and work but also the person of Jesus Christ. If to 
speak of the person of Jesus Christ means at the same 
time to speak of the work and mission, the “cause” of 
Jesus Christ, 18 it is equally true that the “cause" of Jesus 
Christ cannot be separated from his person. In the 
message of 1 John both the person and the “cause" of 
Jesus Christ are united in one. 

If it is characteristic of the event involving the 
preexistent and incarnate Logos that it has occurred 
“from the beginning,” one can say of the same event that 
it is the object of hearing, seeing, beholding, and 
touching. That the author uses the first person plural 
and combines it with aorist and perfect verbs makes clear 
that the reference is to an event in past time and to a 
perception of that event that also lies in the past. He thus 
distinguishes himself from the Christian community in 
the present that is the addressee of 1 John. The author 
thus counts himself among the first Christian generation. 
The time difference excludes the possibility that at this 


point he is speaking with a simple ecclesial “we.” It is true 
that in what follows the author and the community are 
often combined in a “we,” 19 but in the introduction (vv. 

1 -4) not only is such an equation contradicted by the 
chronological distinction just mentioned; “we are 
writing” (ypa<fioiitv yptii, v. 4a) also sets a clear division 
between the author and the addressees. 20 Hence in this 
context “we” functions primarily as an authorial plural. It 
would be wrong to object, against this conclusion, that 
the author of 1 John ordinarily speaks of himself “in the 
singular,” 21 for the shift between “we” and “I” styles is 
also found in 2 and 3 John, and is thus to be regarded as 
a general expression of a claim to authority, something 
that is indicated as well, and by no means least, by the 
“witness” terminology. 22 

If this is an authorial “we,” the proposal that the 
author is integrating himself by means of the first person 


Aoyoy problem here. Even though it is advisable to be 
cautious in adducing the gnostic systems of the 
second and third centuries for an explication of the 
Logos concept, since a secondary Christian influence 
cannot be excluded (cf., e.g., the gnosis of Markos at 
Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.15.3), it is still insufficient to 
refer simply to the OT (Gen 1:1) or to Jewish wisdom 
teaching (as early as Prov 8:1-36; Job 28:12-28; esp. 
Wis 18:14, 16). Alongside Hellenistic Jewish 
traditions (Philo Leg. all. 1.65: tj [<ro<£ta] fid car tv o 
dtov Aoyos (“Wisdom is God’s Word"]) stand 
genuinely Greek philosophical or religious traditions 
that also belong to the broader environment of the 
Johannine Logos teaching (cf., e.g., Plotinus Enn. 
3.2.15: ap\r] ovv Aoyor k<u Tiavra Aoyoy (“The 
foundational principle is Logos and all is Logos."]). 
See Joachim Jeremias, “Zum Logosproblem,” ZNW 
59 (1968) 82-85 (affinity of Rev 19:11-16 to Wis 
18:14-16). 

18 See below on 3 John 7. Marinus dejonge correctly 
sees that the movement of the language leads to v. 3, 
and thus to the person of Jesus Christ (“An Analysis 
of 1 John 1:1 -4," BT 29 [ 1978] 330). J. Emmette 
Weir (“The Identity of the Logos in the First Epistle 
of John," ExpT 86 [1974-75] 118-20) too exclusively 
emphasizes the reference to the Logos Christ (with 
four arguments: the combination of the Logos with 
the idea of ipxV"’ as characterizing the 
relationship to the Father; the Logos is source of life; 
and the Logos is apprehended as a real, flesh-and- 
blood person). But v. 2 (“we declare to you eternal 
life*) shows that the author intends a distinction, and 


not an alternative between Aoyor as word and as 
person. 

19 1 John 2:1 b, 2-3, 5, 18b, and frequently elsewhere; 
Schnackenburg distinguishes the impersonal utt 

in 1:6, 8, 10 (Epistles, 51 n. 7) from these passages, 
but it too has an ecclesiological function. 

20 On v. 4b (fipuv) see below (n. 59). 

21 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 51, with reference to 
1 John 2:1a, 7-8, 12-14, 21,26; 5:13; but these are 
contrasted with the passages cited inn. 19 above. 

22 Cf. Adolf von Harnack, who writes of 1 John 1:1-5: 
“the author intends that his readers should take note 
and know that he himself, alone, has the right to 
speak with the same authority as a viewer, witness 
and proclaimer that belongs to the community of 
believers” (“Das ‘Wir’ in den Johanneischen 
Schriften," SPAW.PH [1923] 96-113, at 104; he 
writes differently on 1 John 4:6, 14, 16, saying that 
there “we" refers to the “community of believers” [p. 
101]); similarly Bultmann, Epistles, 11, according to 
whom “the author of this Epistle is conscious of 
himself as having a personal authority, i.e., as being a 
representative of the bearers of the tradition”; cf. 
also Schnackenburg, Epistles, 51-56 (excursus 1: 
“The Meaning and Significance of ‘Witness’ in 1 
John 1:1-4"). 
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plural in a “prophetic collective” 23 is less likely, even 
though this would correspond to the structure of the 
Johannine circle, in which itinerant preachers had an 
important function. One could more correctly judge that 
the author uses “we” in order to assert membership in 
the “circle .. . of‘apostolic’ witnesses.” 24 In any case, the 
emphatic backward reference to the past time of 
salvation and the stress on the eye- and ear-witness have a 
“historically” accentuating function. The past tenses of 
ain)ii6aiitv (“we have heard"), ttnpaK.ap.tv (“we have seen"), 
and so on were not chosen by accident. They make it 
clear that the saving event in the past is the object of the 
hearing and seeing. They testify to the reality of the 
Logos’s becoming flesh, and not merely to the resur¬ 
rection body of Christ (cf. John 20:24-29). 

Not only linguistic accents but also those of content 
are combined with these different levels of action. 

The imperfect, as expression of relative time, refers 
back to “a time previous to the time of perception” 
(BDF § 330) and can point to a period of time that lies 
in the past and is understood in linear fashion (BDF § 
324b). It is no accident that the imperfect appears 
where one may infer that something is being said 
about the preexistent basis of the saving event. In 
contrast, the perfect tense, which gives a solemn 
character to the Johannine style, expresses the 
“endurance of what has been accomplished,” since it 
combines the stages of action expressed by the present 
and the aorist (BDF § 340). At the same time, it 
describes an “enduring effect on the subject," as does 
kiopatca also (cf. BDF § 342 [2], on Acts 22:15). In our 


passage the “hearing," by being placed first and last 
(vv. 1 and 3), is made as essential as the “seeing” that is 
mentioned three times (vv. 1 and 3; see the similar 
passages in John 5:37; Ps.-Clem. Horn. 1.9). The 
distinction between present and aorist is especially 
important: the latter reflects an action at a particular 
point in time, and here it designates not an ingressive 
but an effective content. Thus the facticity of the past 
event (v. 1: the seeing and touching; v. 2: the reveal¬ 
ing) is emphasized. In contrast, the present refers to 
the situation of writing, which affects the author and 
the readers who are being addressed (vv. 2-4). One 
may thus conclude from the use of tenses that the 
author is thinking not only of the preexistent basis of 
the kerygma, but beyond that is looking back (perfect 
tense) to the words and deeds of the earthly Jesus as 
the object of hearing and seeing, while the statements 
of fact in the aorist have as their special object the 
appearances of the Risen One, or more generally the 
event of revelation. It is precisely this (vv. 1 and 3: o; 
v. 4: ravTa ) that the writer wishes again to proclaim to 
the community. 25 

Overview of the Use of Tenses in I John 1:1-4 

Present Imperfect Aorist Perfect 

v. 1 ^v(atr’ apx^s) 

outpoa/acr 
iwpaKaptv 

edeatraficda 

€\pi)\a<pr)<rav 


23 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 55; Haenchen, “Neuere 
Literatur,” 249 (“the style of a prophetic revelation"). 

24 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 55. But it is 
characteristic of the author’s self-understanding as a 
member of the second or third Christian generation 
that he does not use the concept of airo<rroAos here or 
in what follows. This should be noted, even if the 
author’s fictive claim is factually identical with that of 
an apostle of the first generation (see below). 

25 Johannes P. Louw (“Verbal Aspect in the First Letter 
of John," Neot 9 [1975] 98-104) also emphasizes the 
distinction between the perfect and aorist forms, 
which (against James H. Moulton, et al., A Grammar 
of New Testament Greek [3 vols.; Edinburgh: Clark, 

1908-63] 1.142) can be demonstrated not only in 
NT but also in Byzantine Greek. With reference to 
the development of the Russian language (1), 


however, he thinks that one ought to give closer 
attention to the function of the verbs, and that one 
and the same function could be expressed under 
different positive or negative aspects (ibid., 100). 
Nevertheless, the conclusion that “exegetically no 
distinction in meaning should be made between the 
perfects and aorists in 1 Joh. 1:1. They all have the 
semantic value of the perfect tense” (p. 101), remains 
undemonstrated. 


12 



Prelude 


1 John 1:1-4 


V. 2 

paprvpovptv 

airayyiXXoptv 

t<pavtpui6i} 

twpaxaptv 


fjv (7ipo s tov 
■naTtpa) 

ttfiavtpuidr) 


v. 3 

cnrayytXXoptv 
(1W) <xr)r< 


itopaKaptv 

aKT}Koaptv 

v. 4 

ypa<f>op tv 




Is the author of 1 John who refers to this past stage of 


the incarnational event a contemporary of the life of 
Jesus? Is he a witness of the saving event, since he 
presents himself as a member of the apostolic generation? 
The emphatic backward reference to redemptive history 
seems to suggest this conclusion, and conservative 
scholars have, in fact, drawn it. Even if one does not 
conclude from this evidence that this author is identical 
with the author of the Fourth Gospel and that, in 
consequence, 1 John is also an eyewitness account 
(although the differences between the Fourth Gospel and 
1 John speak too clearly against such a conclusion), the 
historical orientation should nevertheless be taken 
seriously. 26 It is not really possible to understand the 
terminology used in vv. 1-4 as nothing more than a 
transferred, spiritualistic manner of speaking. 27 Yet one 


26 Dodd differs (Epistles, 12-14). He sees in the “we” the 
same meaning as in the “I” of the psalmists, which can 
stand both for the individual writer and also for the 
Israel of God. Here, according to Dodd, the author is 
not speaking exclusively of himself or of a group of 
historical eyewitnesses but of the whole Christian 
church. Bultmann also rejects a purely historical 
interpretation (John, 70-71 n. 3, on John 1:14). 
Rather, what is being emphasized is the contem¬ 
poraneity of the historical and the eschatological 
event (cf. John 16). Indeed, the presupposed and 
claimed eyewitness character is in tension with John 
20:24-26, where it is precisely those who do not see 
who are blessed (see, correctly, on this point Martin 
Rese, “Das Gebot der Bruderliebe in den Johannes- 
briefen," TZ 41 [1985] 53 n. 39). If the Fourth 
Gospel is influenced by a gnostic-docetic tendency 
(though this is not consistently maintained), 1 John 
presents a realistic perspective that cannot be 
understood simply as a reaction to docetic threats to 
the Johannine communities, but that also has an 
older, even apocalyptic basis. 

27 Eduard Norden (Agnostos Theos: Untersuchungen zur 
Formgeschichte religidser Rede [Leipzig/Berlin: 
Teubner, 1913, reprinted Darmstadt: Wissenschaft- 
liche Buchgesellschaft, 1974] 17 n. 1) emphasizes the 
parallel between 1 John 1:1 and Poimandres (Corp. 
Herm. 1) 5.2. Here also he sees concrete sense 
perception being spiritualized: d<p6ovos yap 6 xvpios 
(Paivtrat Sia iravroy tov Koapov. voi)<riv iGftv irai 

A af3«r6ai avraiy rats \tp<r\ bvvaaat teat tijv tiKOva tov 
Btov 6cd<racrdai (“For the Lord manifests himself 
unstintingly through all the universe. Can you 
perceive one of [his] thoughts and grasp it with your 
hands and behold the image of God?"). Here is a 
mixture of Stoic and Platonic motifs. On the one 


hand, there is a play on the idea of the God who is 
extending him- or herself through the world (on the 
Aoyos a-wcp/iartitos, see Diogenes Laertius Vit. phil. 
7.140; Seneca Ben. 4.7-8). On the other hand, this 
idea is combined with the Platonic notion of the 
incomprehensibility of God, the divine incorpo¬ 
reality, and the impossibility of making for oneself an 
image of God (cf. Eusebius Praep. Ev. 4.13; Plutarch 
Is. et Os. 78; Ei Delph. 393AB; Maximus of Tyre 
Philosophumena 11 [ed. Hermann Hobein; Leipzig: 
Teubner, 1910]). In a simultaneous use of bpatu and 
6ta.op.ai, Herodotus 2.148.5 testifies to the distinction 
between a concrete sensible and a figurative usage: ra 
ptv vvv ptTtwpa tu)V ounjpaToiv auroi rc wpujptv 
bit&ovTts ftai aiirot 6ti}<rapfvot A tyoptv (“The upper 
chambers 1 myself passed through and saw, and what 
I say concerning them is from my own observation”). 
Here “saw" corresponds to the verb opaoi, and 
“observation" the participle of Btaopai. The 
transferred sense of opauj can be found in 3 John 11: 
'O ayaSoTTOiiov i k tov Btov iortv' 6 naKOTrotwv ov\ 
tiopattv tov Btov (“Whoever does good is from God; 
whoever does evil has not seen God"). In 1 John, 
“seeing" has a twofold christological interpretation. 

(1) In a figurative sense, it designates the object of 
the community’s faith (1 John 3:6). This opav is also 
possible for noncontemporaries through their own 
decision (Braun, “Literar-Analyse," 285-86); it is 
thus not only an “expression of orthodoxy," and, as 
such, received from the author without any 
explanation as to its original meaning (against 
Conzelmann, “Anfang," 212-13 n. 20). (2) In a 
temporally differentiated sense, it distinguishes the 
generation of the eye- and ear-witnesses from the 
present generation (1 John 1:1-3). This chrono¬ 
logical specification at the same time enunciates, as 
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must draw back from reading it as a historical statement. 
If John the presbyter, the author of 2 and 3 John and 
Papias’s “teacher," is not to be counted among the 
historical witnesses of the life of Jesus, still less so is the 
author of 1 John. The tradition of the Johannine school, 
which this author presumes and independently edits, is 
already far removed from its origins. 28 

But, if the author’s status as an eye- and ear-witness is 
thus to be regarded as improbable, why does that author 
appear, in terms of both the form and matter of his 
presentation, as a “historical” witness of the Christ-event? 
He appears to be activated by two motives. First, there is 
a theological reason: defense against the false teachers 
who, as will appear in 1 John 2:22-23; 4:2-3, 15, 
represent a docetic christology. In opposition to an 
ahistorical, spiritualistic christology, it is important to 
assert the “empirical” reality of the Christ event. This is a 
first and decisive reason to begin 1 John with a testimony 
that the Christ lived on earth as visible, audible, and 


tangible. The second motive could be called “pseudepi- 
graphical,” although this author does not use a pseudo¬ 
nym. Even though he does not use a false name, he is still 
writing this document under fictitious circumstances. He 
pretends to be an eye- and ear-witness, even though that 
does not correspond to historical reality. That he cannot 
be identical with the apostle John, although this was 
certainly asserted in patristic tradition, 29 should not 
require a separate proof. The time frame would make it 
difficult to attribute 1 John to a contemporary of Jesus. 
Moreover, the patristic tradition testifies to the early 
death of the apostle John, the disciple of the Lord, 30 and 
John 21 presupposes such a tradition. The reason for this 
indirectly expressed pseudepigraphical intention 
undoubtedly lies also in the recognition that such a 
fiction is appropriate to underscore the claims of this 
document and hence the author’s intention to put the 
docetic teaching of the opponents in its place. The claim 
to apostolic authority could be understood as an element 


something true of later generations, that they cannot 
see God (1 John 4:12: “No one has ever seen God”; 
cf. 4:20). The same idea is known to the evangelist 
and is given a christological foundation in the Gospel 
(John 1:18: “No one has ever seen God”; cf. John 
5:37; 6:46). Alongside this, the Fourth Gospel is 
dominated by a general, historical understanding of 
this concept. Thus John 1:34 speaks of the seeing and 
witness of John the Baptizer; 1:39, 50-51; 19:35 of 
the disciples’ seeing; 4:45; 6:2 of the Galileans’ or the 
people’s seeing; 15:24 of the world’s seeing. Even 
Jesus’ opav, which applies to things earthly (3:11) and 
heavenly (3:32; 8:38), is to be understood as 
historical seeing. These last several verses make clear 
that seeing the Father is the basis for the sending of 
the Son. Where the object of the seeing is Jesus, and 
when it leads human beings to faith, it approaches 
the transferred sense (cf. 6:36; 14:9, and frequently 
elsewhere). The same is true of seeing in its future- 
eschatological meaning (16:16-17, 19; 19:37) and of 
seeing the Risen One (20:18, 25, 29). For the 
connection between faith and seeing, cf. Ferdinand 
Hahn, “Sehen und Glauben im Johannesevange- 
lium,” in Heinrich Baltensweiler and Bo Reicke, eds., 
Neues Testament und Gesckichte (Festschrift Oscar 
Cullmann; Zurich: Theologischer Verlag; Tubingen: 
Mohr [Siebeck], 1972) 125-41. The combination of 
verbs of seeing with a«/>dtu is striking. This 
“touching" is to be found only at this point in the 
Johannine writings. In Luke 24:39 and Ignatius 
Smym. 2.2, in combination with forms of ctSov, it 
appears in this concrete, sensory meaning as a proof 


of the bodily resurrection (cf. John 20:25). One must 
infer an equally concrete meaning for Heb 12:18. 

For the interpretation of the verb in Acts 17:27, cf. 
Norden, Agnostos Tkeos, 14-18. 

Consequently, one must have doubts about regarding 
the author as “a disciple and representative of John 
bar Zebedee” (Schnackenburg, Johannesbriefe, 57; cf. 
idem. Epistles, 55, where the English translation has 
reinterpreted the sentence order to some degree); 
for it remains only a postulate that the author of 1 
John has any historical connection to John the son of 
Zebedee (on this, see also n. 30 below). 

Cf. Irenaeus Adv. kaer. 2.22.5. 

For testimony to the martyrdom of John the son of 
Zebedee, cf. the Papias fragment in a summary of 
church history by Philip of Sides: naWa? iv rai 
bfVTepui A oyq> Acyct, on ' luidvvrjs 6 8eo Aoyot uai 
’ lafco>/9o? 6 abeX<f>bs avrot) vtt'o ’ IouftatW avrjpi8i]<rav 
(Carl von de Boor, Neue Fragmente des Papias, 
Hegesippus und Pierius [TU 5; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 

1888] 170: “Papias says in the second book that John 
the theologian and his brother James were killed by 
[the] Jews”). See also the Syrian martyrology of 411, 
which, for 27 December, mentions “John and James, 
the apostles in Jerusalem." See Hans Lietzmann, Die 
drei dltesten Martyrologien (KIT 2; 2d ed.; Bonn: 
Marcus 8c Weber, 1911)8. Clement of Alexandria 
gives an indirect indication. He lists the apostles who 
did not die as martyrs, and does not mention John 
among them (Strom. 4.9.71). On the whole question, 
see Bousset, Offenbarungjohannis, 35-38. Eduard 
Schwartz (“Johannes und Kerinthos" ZNW 15 [1914] 
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of so-called early Catholicism, as shown by the other 
pseudepigraphical letters in the NT (e.g., the Pastorals, 
James, Jude, 1 and 2 Peter). It also remains for us to 
inquire whether other features of “early Catholicism’ 
occur in 1 John. 31 

The addressees, who in any case are to be sought 
primarily in the communities belonging to the Johannine 
circle, were probably already acquainted with the set of 
theological problems at issue here. The defense against 
opponents who threaten their existence allows a 
distinction between what the text says and what it means. 
According to the external, Active statement, a historical 
distance is fixed between the author as a supposed 
eyewitness and the addressees, who must defend 
themselves against the Docetists. The author's “hearing,” 
“seeing,” and “touching" are thus undoubtedly 
impossible for them to experience, as the author says: it 
is part of the apostolic fiction. Nevertheless, the meaning 
of this historical distinction is of immediate importance 
to the community. Their common confrontation with 
docetic teaching implies Koivavta between the addressees 
and the proclaimer (v. 3), a “community” with the Father 
and the Son, something that can be asserted not only of 


the author (v. 3b) but also of the readers (v. 6). This 
“community” is universal: it is true of the first generation 
but also of the later Christian communities; it is founded 
in their faith experience, which “sees" and “believes” the 
revelation of the love of God (1 John 4:16). This faith 
experience of the community has a christological 
foundation, since it does not permit the Logos-Christ to 
evaporate into a mere idea. Instead, it confesses and 
experiences the Christ-event as a paradoxical unification 
of the eschaton with the world, and the paradoxical 
realization of the resulting eschatological agape in human 
history. 

■ 2 The positions of the author and the community 
involve a variety of understandings of fo>7j. If, in v. lb, 
“life” (f(v ij) was connected with the beginning of all things 
and with the Aoyor, 32 in v. 2 it appears as a personified 
entity. Its having “appeared” 33 means that it is united 


210-19, at 215-17) also rejects the identification of 
the author of the Fourth Gospel with John the son of 
Zebedee, on the basis of John 21:20. This, he says, is 
not a historical reminiscence but a question of 
salvaging the honor of the Beloved Disciple in 
contrast to the martyred Peter. 

31 See the excursus on “Early Catholicism” below. 

32 On the question of the genitive (ajrjs, the answer to 
which depends on the interpretation of the word 
Aoyoy, see nn. 11-15 above. 

33 The verb 4>av<p6a) is relatively rare before and 
outside the NT. The supposition that it is gnostic in 
origin (so Hannelis Schulte, Der Begriff der Offen- 
barung im Neuen Testament [BEvTh 13; Munich: 
Kaiser, 1949] 67-84) has no basis. Etymologically it 
is connected with the adjective 4>ai/«/>o? and means “to 
make visible what is invisible" (so Rudolf Bultmann 
and Dieter Luhrmann, "<f>avcp6<o t n TDNT 9 [ 1974] 3). 
It appears 49 times in the NT, seven of them in I 
John and eight in the Fourth Gospel, but not at all in 
2 or 3 John. The synonym airoxaAviTTa), which is 
frequent in Paul's writings, is not used in the 
Johannine corpus (except for a quotation of Isa 53:1 
in John 12:38). It is related to yvwpifa (cf. John 
15 : 15 : iravra a rjKOvaa Trap a. rov 'narpoi pov iyvwpicra, 
vptv [“I have made known to you everything that 1 
have heard from my Father"] or 17:26: xai eyvujpicra 


avrois to ovopa <rov j«u yvuipiaia [“I made your name 
known to them, and I will make it known"] with 17 : 6 : 
’ E^>av<poxra <rov to ovopa roty avOpajirots ovy tSaixas 
pot [“I have made your name known to the people 
you gave me”], but fyavepovv implies not merely the 
act of making possible a recognition that is mediated 
by speaking and hearing, but also a making visible, 
placing before the eyes what has previously been 
hidden. On this basis, the verb has a variety of 
possible uses in the Fourth Gospel. According to the 
evangelist, John the Baptizer baptizes in order that 
the Christ “might be revealed to Israel" ( 1 : 31 ). The 
Son of God himself reveals his glory through miracles 
( 2:11 ), and the demand of Jesus' brothers that he 
reveal himself to the world ( 7 : 4 ) is taken up in Jesus 
prayer: “I have made your name known to the world" 
( 17 : 6 ). That this making known is at the same time 
an indication of an event that is taking place in the 
perceptible, earthly realm is evident especially from 
the objective phrase ra tpya ( 3 : 21 ; 9 : 3 ). On this basis, 
the reference to the appearances of the Risen One 
can be understood in terms of the interest of the 
author of the supplementary chapter (21) in 
depicting the reality of the Risen One as being 
perceived by the disciples as a visible event (21:1, 14). 

In 1 John, the verb refers no less to making visible 
what has been hidden. The false teachers “manifest 
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with the person of the Incarnate One; it manifests itself 
in Jesus Christ and so has become a historical event. The 
identification of Ccotj with the Christ-event clarifies the 
character of the fundamental knowledge that is binding 
on the author and the community: the witness is to a 
universal meaning that is concretized in the defense 
against docetic teaching. 34 It is true that, at this point, 
the internal structure of far) is not more closely defined, 
but a particular interpretation is not excluded. It is no 
accident that the incarnation of the “word of life” (Aoyoy 
rijs £o>7jy) is explained in what follows in terms of the idea 
of sin, which is connected with the death of Jesus. 35 
From this standpoint, there is no suggestion of an 
opposition between a theology of the cross and an 
incarnational theology. 36 In any case, only a few words in 
this verse have to do with the incarnation; more 
precisely, it is said that fcoTj is qualified by “being with the 
Father” and is thus distinct from any concept of life that 
is merely biological. The proper adjective for it is 


“eternal" (attainoy): this Ccotj is not exhausted in time and it 
has no end. What is at issue here is life pure and simple. 


Excursus: Zwt j 37 

The verb (ijv is attested 140 times in the NT: of these, 
seventeen are in John, and one in thejohannine 
Letters (1 John 4:9). The noun appears 1 35 times in 
the New Testament: 27 times in John and in ten verses 
of 1 John (13 occurrences); it is not found in 2 or 3 
John. The combination aiwvios is frequent: 1 John 
1:2; 2:25; 3:15; 5:11, 13, 20; John 3:15-16, 36; 4:14, 
36; 5:24, 39; 6:27,40,47,54; 10:28; 12:25; and 17:2. 
The adjective atvvios is often silently understood when 
(torj is used in an absolute sense: 1 John 1:2; 3:14; 

5:11-12, 16; cf. John 1:4; 3:36; 5:24, 26, 29, 40; 6:33, 
35, 48, 51,53, 63, 68; 8:12; 10:10, and frequently 
elsewhere. Similarly, Mark 10:17, 30 (£cutj aitiiuos) 
extends the absolute usage in Mark 9:43, 45. 38 

Even though the word does not appear with great 
frequency, it is nevertheless a key Johannine concept 


the fact that “some of them do not belong to us,” that 35 
is, do not belong to the community of Christ (2:19). 

The texts that express a future eschatological 36 

perspective speak of the revelation of things hidden 
in the future. The community expects that, when the 
judge is revealed in the parousia they will have 
confidence and will not be put to shame (2:28). The 
congregation sees itself located between the ages, 
since God’s “beloved” are, on the one hand, “now 
already” “children of God," but it has “not yet” been 
revealed what they will be in the future (3:2). This 
kind of consciousness is founded on the Christ-event 
that, in the proper sense of the word, represents the 
revelation of what is hidden. In words borrowed 
from traditional formulae, it is said of the “appear¬ 
ance" of the Son that its purpose is to destroy the 
works of the devil (3:8), or also that the Son has 
“appeared” to take away sins (3:5). It corresponds to 
the Johannine school tradition to describe the 
sending of the Son as a revelation and realization of 
the ayait jj tov Btov, and to say that the community 
will live through the Son (4:9). Here Ccdtj is described 
as the ultimate goal of the revelation of Christ. The 
same is true of 1:2. If the eternal £&>tj is revealed to 
believers, tftavtpovv is, by its very nature (as also in the 
intention of the fourth evangelist), to be understood 
as a christological event and its content as life-giving. 38 
See Hugo H. Huber, Der Begnff der Offenbarung im 
Johannesevangelium (Gdttingen: Vandenhoeck 8c 
Ruprecht, 1934); Schulte, Offenbarung; Bultmann 
and Liihrmann, “«f>av«poo>,” 3-6. 

34 See below, on 1 John 2:18-29. 


Cf. 1:7,9. Balz (“Johannesbriefe," 163) has a 
different interpretation. 

Schnackenburg ( Epistles , 60) points correctly to 
Pauline christology, in which the “Golgotha event” 
has a commanding and central place (Rom 3:24-25; 

1 Cor 1:23; 2:2; 2 Cor 5:14; Gal 3:13, and frequently 
elsewhere), while Johannine theology places a 
stronger emphasis on the Son of God’s becoming 
human (John 1:14; 3:16; l John 4:9). But it is also 
clear that there is no conflict, since in thejohannine 
writings the incarnation has soteriological character 
from the outset. The soteriological aspect is still 
clearer when one considers that the widely accepted 
hypothesis of an ecclesiastical redaction does not 
touch most of these cases; instead, it can call 
attention to the use of traditional material in the 
Johannine traditions as well (see below, on 1:7, 9, and 
elsewhere). 

37 See the older literature listed in BAGD 341; also 
Rudolf Bultmann, Gerhard von Rad, and Georg 
Bertram, “£aai, *rA.," TDNT 2 (1964) 832-75; Rudolf 
Schnackenburg, excursus 12: “The Idea of Life in 
the Fourth Gospel "John, 2.352-61; Luise 
Schottroff, “£S, Conj,” EDNT 2 (1991) 105-9; Franz 
Mussner, ZOE: Die Anschauung vom “ Leben " im vierten 
Evangelium (MThS 1/5; Munich: Zink, 1952). 

The expression foi?? aldivios is found as early as Dan 
12:2 LXX; Ps. Sol. 3.12; 13.11; 1 Enoch 37.4; 40.9; as 
well as in the Pythagorean-influenced Platonist 
Plutarch (Is. et Os. 1). 
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Prelude 


1 John 1:1-4 


that paradigmatically reflectsjohannine theology. In 
the Fourth Gospel, life is identified with the person of 
the preexistent Logos, Christ (thus in the cyio dpi 
sayings: 11:25, “1 am the resurrection and the life"; 
14:6, “the truth and the life”; 6:35, 48, “the bread of 
life"; 8:12, “the light of life”). The sending of the Son 
of God from the Father means life for those who are 
his own (14:19, “because I live, you also shall live”; cf. 

12:50). Hence the evangelist is writing this work with 
the intention “that through believing you may have life 
in his name" (20:31). If the life that Christ the revealer 
brings mediates access to the eschatological truth 
(14:6), it also consists in the recognition of God and 
Christ by the believers (17:3). It is presumed as a 
matter of course that such knowledge is not achieved 
once and for all, and that it is not restricted to the 
theoretical level. It demands concrete deeds from the 
faithful (12:25-26; cf. 13:31-35) and remains open to 
the future (cf. 5:29; 1 1:23-27). For “anyone who hears 
my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, 
and does not come under judgment, but has passed 
from death to life" (5:24). In line with the basic 
dualistic structure of Johannine thought, faq thus 
means rescue from Bavaros 39 

Liberation from death involves the obligation to 
preserve the word of the revealer and implies a 
challenge to discipleship (8:51-52); for the one who 
believes does not walk in darkness but clings to the 
“light of life." 40 This secular understanding of faq is 
emphatically stressed in the eucharistic section of John 
6 , which is subject to so much literary-critical 
controversy: the gift of £<oq is mediated not only 
through the word but also through the sacrament 
(6:51,53-58). 

In essence, the same structure exists in 1 John. Here 
also, the gift of faq has a christological foundation. 

The preexistent Son of God is revealed as life (1:1 -2). 


He has been sent into the world “so that we might live 
through him" (4:9). The promise of life (2:25) is 
founded on being in the Son, who himself is true God 
and eternal life (5:20). It is only through community 
with him that life, as the gift of God, can be received 
(5:11-13). The receipt of life by believers means, as in 
the Fourth Gospel, that they have passed from death to 
life (3:14); in contrast, life is not granted to “murder¬ 
ers" (3:15). Sinners are confronted not only with the 
opportunity for pardon and the preservation of life but 
also with the possibility of exclusion from life (5:16). 

As in the Fourth Gospel, (<oq is not understood solely 
in an indicative sense as a gift to believers that 
determines their existence in the present. It is 
simultaneously connected with an ethical imperative. 
“Life” is realized in the love of brothers and sisters that 
is demanded of Christians (3:14-18; cf. 4:20-21). 
Although the word (<aq does not appear frequently, it 
nevertheless reflects the essential direction of the 
theology of 1 John. Its central position is clear when 
the author defines the goal of his writing: “that you 
[who believe in the Son of God] may know that you 
have eternal life." 41 

In the history of religion. In Greek mythology and 
philosophy faq is a quality belonging to the gods as 
immortal beings ( aBavaroi). 42 Sometimes, however, 

(otq is synonymous with the word /3to? and is predicated 
of human beings, to the extent that the human is a 
being characterized by the divine i/ouy. 43 An essential 
aspect of this is that human beings live out their lives in 
community with others. 44 If, according to the Stoic 


39 Cf. Rudolf Bultmann, “ Bavaro y, ktA.," TDNT 3 (1965) 
7-25. 

40 John 8:12; on this, see Josef Blank, Krisis (Freiburg: 
Lambertus, 1964) 184-86. 

41 1 John 5:13. Cf. also the analysis of the context and 
structure of the Johannine concept of faq by J. C. 
Coetzee, “Life (Eternal Life) in John’s Writings and 
the Qumran Scrolls," Neot 6 (1972) 46-62. 

According to this essay, the theme of 1 John is “the 
Christian certainty of possessing eternal life in 
Christ" (p. 58). This analysis of the theme does not, 
however, leave adequate scope for the eschatological 
openness of the Johannine notion of “life" (£<*»?). as is 
clear particularly from the parenetic context. 

42 Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 11.7(1072b 28-32): “We 
assert that God is an eternal, superior being (££>ot/ 
affiiov apurrov), so that life and enduring, eternal time 


(£a>7} koli aUiiv cvvcyqs kcu aifitoy) belong to God; for 
this is God." 

43 Cf. the Stoic tradition, according to which the human 
life (/3ioy) has three parts: contemplative, practical, 
and rational (0co>p7jrucby, TrpaurtKOs, and Aoyitcoy). See 
SVF 3.173.4-5. 

44 Cf. the Aristotelian definition, avBpai'nos (pvati fcov 
ttoXitikov (“The human being is by nature a political 
being,” Politics 2.1253a 3.8-18; 6.1278b 19; Me. Eth. 
5.1097b 11; 1169b 18); also Menander, frg. 507 
(Theodor Kock, ed.. Comicorutn atticorum fragmenta [3 
vols.; Leipzig: Teubner, 1880-88] 3.145): tout «rrt 
ro £qv, ovx cai>ra> £qv povov (“This is life: not to live 
for oneself alone”). 
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idea, the duty of the human being is “life in accordance 
with nature" (fah xata <pv<riv), this means that the 
development of each human life must be achieved in 
accord with the law of nature, in which the rational 
world spirit realizes itself. 45 

That the Johannine £&>*? is the object of revelation 
and of believers’ knowledge and that the opposition of 
life and death has parallels in other dualistic ideas in 
Johannine theology (“light" and “darkness," “truth" 
and lies") would seem to suggest that the Johannine 
system presupposes a gnostic background, according to 
which life is “regarded as an absolutely otherworldly 
divine power" 46 and the psychic competence of life 
expresses itself “at root only in negations." 47 But to the 
extent that in gnostic dualistic systems fwij and 
analogous concepts such as “light" (<£ws) are under¬ 
stood as “being physically alive,” that is, as ontological 
categories associated with static nonhistoricity, such 
notions cannot be equated with the Johannine idea, for 
the latter is also understood ethically and therefore 
historically. Still, for the understanding of the broader 
horizon of Johannine concepts some texts may be cited 
that are gnostic or associated with gnosis, even though 
they belong to the post-Johan nine period: 

Corpus Hermeticum 1.6: the unity of the human being 
with God is described as (iu>7j. Odes Sol. 3.8-9: 

“Whoever is joined to the one that does not die, will 
also become immortal. And whoever takes pleasure in 
life will become a living one.” Odes Sol. 6.18: “by means 
of the waters they lived eternal life.”/or. Asen. 8 .10: “O 
Lord, the God of my father Israel, the Most High, the 
Mighty One, who didst quicken all things, and didst 
call them from darkness into light, and from error into 
truth, and from death into life; do thou, O Lord, 
thyself quicken and bless this virgin." Cos. Thom. 4: 
“The person old in days won’t hesitate to ask a little 
child seven days old about the place of life, and that 


person will live." Hyp. Arch. 97,3: “And he will anoint 
them with the unction of life eternal, given him from 
the undominated generation." 48 The Untitled Work 
from the Bruce Codex, chap. 11 (247, 17-20): “And 
the word that comes from your mouth is eternal life, 
and the light that comes from your eyes is rest for 
them"; chap. 19 (261,4-6): “He [the lord of glory] 
gave them the region to his right and bestowed on 
them eternal life and immortality" (cf. chap. 2 [227, 

24], and frequently elsewhere). 49 

If life is understood in these texts as an eschatolog¬ 
ical phenomenon that human beings will experience in 
the present and that determines their very existence, 
the circumstance seems to invite one to draw parallels 
to the docetic opponents of the Johannine commu¬ 
nities, even if such parallels must remain hypothetical, 
and although the complexity of the idea makes it 
impossible to confine it to a particular geographical 
area. 

As we have seen, Johannine terminology is relatively 
little affected by OT language, but otherwise is open to 
a great variety of linguistic currents. 50 The Hellenistic 
Jewish field is of essential importance. Here “life” is 
interpreted also as an ethical quantity. Thus Philo 
writes: “goodness and virtue is life, evil and wickedness 
is death” {Fug. 58). It is significant that in Hellenistic 
Judaism future salvation is described in terms of (wij. 
Thus Ps. Sol. 13.11: “For the life of the righteous (goes 
on) forever”; Wis 5:15: “The righteous live forever.” 
The idea of life as a future eschatological phenomenon 
is also presumed by 1 John 5:13-17, when eternal life 
is contrasted with the sin that is mortal, which 
therefore does not lead to life. (In contrast, the fourth 
evangelist speaks of future life, using avaaraais 
terminology; John 5:29; 11:24.) 

How is fanf conveyed to human beings? The author 
leaves no doubt that he sees it as his proper task, and 


45 Cf. Alexander of Aphrodisias De Anima 162.32 (SVF 
3.1.65): aXXa teat ro £ijv Kara <f>v<rtv teat rov Kara <f>vtrtv 
/Stott (vbaipoviav hey ova tv (“But they say that 
happiness is living according to nature and the life in 
accord with nature"). 

46 Bultmann, 841. 

47 Ibid., 842. 

48 The context of this passage undoubtedly presumes 
John 14:16-17, 26. (Translations of the Odes of 
Solomon are adapted from that by J. A. Emerton in 
H. F. D. Sparks, ed., The Apocryphal Old Testament 
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984] 692, 695; 
Joseph and Aseneth, translation by D. Cook in ibid., 
481; Gospel of Thomas in Robert J. Miller, ed.. The 
Complete Gospels [Sonoma: Polebridge, 1992] 306; 
Hypostasis of the Archons, translation by Roger A. 
Bullard and Bentley Layton in NHLE, 169.) 


49 For the Coptic texts with an English translation, see 
Carl Schmidt and Violet McDermot, The Books of Jeu 
and the Untitled Text in the Bruce Codex (NHS 13; 
Leiden: Brill, 1978). 

50 The investigation of the concept of *n and its 
derivatives in the Qumran literature has yielded 
relatively little result. The interpretation of the few 
individual passages that may be applicable is 
disputed, and on the whole there is no emphasis on 
the idea of “eternal life." For this discussion, see 
Schnackenburg, yo/m, 2.358-59; J. C. Coetzee, “Life 
(Eternal Life) in John’s Writings and the Qumran 
Scrolls,” Neot 6 (1972) 58-64. 


18 



Prelude 


1 John 1:1-4 


one that he is attempting to fulfill in this writing, to 
mediate by means of the word. Hence v. 1 b says that 

the incarnational event has to do with the “word of 
life"; and this is emphasized by means of the double use 
of airayyeXkofifv, which receives special weight because 
it appears as the closing finite verb. 51 The seeing and 
hearing of the Christ-event in its true content, and the 
accompanying experience of the life that has appeared 
in Christ, are conveyed to the hearers and readers of 
this document through the proclamation of the 
“witness.” 52 In the author’s proclamatory witness not 
only the fact but also the soteriological meaning of the 
Christ event 53 are made present, in order that all this 
may be accepted in faith (cf. 5:10). 

Thus the author of 1 John differs from the Fourth 
Gospel in emphasizing that eschatological salvation 
continues to happen in the church’s proclamation. 
Here, in the special importance that proclamation is 
accorded in and for the community, there lies an 
essential difference between 1 John and the conception 
of the fourth evangelist; it goes beyond the announce¬ 
ment of the Paraclete by the revealer (John 14-16) and 
corresponds to the distinction between christological 
(Gospel) and ecclesiologica! (1 John) accents. It is not 
really possible to define this difference by saying that in 
1 John the faith decision in face of the incarnate Word 
is in the past, while in the Johannine prologue it is first 


announced; for John 1:12 already presumes the 
decision of faith. 54 The alternative, that the Fourth 
Gospel is concerned with the understanding of Jesus 
Christ as “the Son of God sent into the world," while 
the subject of 1 John is the “reliability and credibility of 
the Johannine message that has been handed on," 55 
undervalues 1 John’s concentration on Christ in its 
proclamation, as well as the fact that the Fourth Gospel 
certainly “testifies” to the credibility of the message of 
Christ (cf. John 19:35; 20:31; 21:24). 


■ 3 The double “you” (kcu vfiiv / k<u upeis) emphasizes the 
“pre-” of the proclaimer with respect to the addressees. 

In both cases there is sufficient textual witness to the Koi 
to allow one to deduce the author’s intention: the 
readers of this document are not the only ones who are 
touched by this proclamation. Of course, the proclaimer 
is not addressing all humanity. Hence the readers can 


51 Vv. 2-3. The verb aTrayyeWav appears in the 
Johannine Letters only here; it means “to witness [to 
the Christ-event]." It appears in the weakened sense 
of “report" in John 16:25 (and in variant readings in 
4:51; 5:15; 20:18). See also the use of ayytAia in 1 
John 1:5; 3:11; on this, see Ingo Broer, “ayy«Aia,” 
EDNT 1 (1990) 12-13. 

52 The combination of papTuptiv (see below on 1 John 
5:6) with opav appears frequently in the Johannine 
literature. John the Baptizer testifies to what he has 
seen, namely, the Son of God (John 1:34). The latter 
in turn testifies to what he has seen (John 3:11, 32). 
Even the disciple under the cross proves a true 
eyewitness (19:35). Not only in this passage but also 
in 4:14 the author of 1 John underscores the unity of 
seeing and witnessing; the content of his testimony is 
the sending of the Son of God as savior of the world. 
Accordingly, the seeing brings testimony or 
preaching in its wake. This corresponds to the early 
Christian image of the apostle. Those are called to be 
apostles and proclaimers who have seen the Risen 
One and therefore can testify to the event of 
resurrection (cf. 1 Cor 9:1; 15:3-4). It is no accident 
that Paul identifies his conversion before Damascus, 
the object of which was for him the “revelation of 
Jesus Christ," with his calling to be an apostle among 
the Gentiles (Gal 1:15-16). “Appearance, witness to 


the resurrection, legitimation as witness, and sending 
forth to preach the Risen One apparently were all 
parts of the total concept of the appearances of the 
risen Lord” (Ulrich Wilckens, “Die Uberlieferungs- 
geschichte der Auferstehungjesu,” in Willi Marxsen, 
et al., Die Bedeutung der Auferstehungsbotschaft fur den 
Glauben an Jesus Christus [2d ed.; Giitersloh: Mohn, 
1966] 49). Cf. Wilhelm Schneemelcher, “Introduc¬ 
tion 1. Apostle and Apostolic,” in NTApoc 1 2.25-31; 
Jan-Adolf Biihner, “a7ro<rroAo9," EDNT 1 (1990) 
142-46 (with bibliography). 

53 On this, see Bultmann, Epistles, 9: “Hence what is 
spoken of here is not the preexistent Logos, but. . 
its ‘incarnation,’ . . . which is . . . the origin of the 
ayyeAia.” But it is true of 1 John as of the Fourth 
Gospel that the incarnation demands the idea of 
preexistence (cf. v. 2b); this also gives the church’s 
proclamation a universal scope. Cf. Giuseppe Segalla, 
“Preesistenza, incarnatione e divinita di Cristo in 
Giovanni," RivB 22 (1974) 155-81, esp. 170, who 
argues that in spite of a different set of conceptual 
terms, “John" emphasizes the unity of preexistence 
and incarnation. 

54 Cf. Balz, “Johannesbriefe," 167-68. 

55 Ibid., 168. 
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feel themselves privileged, since the author is addressing 
them and, through this message, is offering them 
fellowship with himself. The intended apostolic claim is 
thereby greatly strengthened, all the more since the 
Kou'cdi't a that is offered not only unites them with the 
author but allows them to participate in the eschatolog¬ 
ical “fellowship” with God the Father and the Son, Jesus 
Christ. If in this manner a descending order is estab¬ 
lished from the Father through the Son to the pro- 
claimer and thence to the community, at the same time 
what is envisioned is a comprehensive unity. The 
fellowship expected by the community, and which it is to 
bring about, bridges the undeniable differences between 
God and humanity as well as those between one human 
being and another. Hence it is not merely a matter of a 
community in “faith,” but of a way of life that brings 
together faith and action in a single, harmonious whole. 
The relationship of believers to God as well as their 
relationship with their fellow human beings is founded 
on the incarnational event. 56 This implies an indirect 
judgment on the false teachers: through their docetic 
interpretation of the Christ-event they not only deny the 
reality of the incarnation but at the same time destroy 
the community that is meant to lead believers by way of 
the event of revelation to the Christian fellowship that 
God desires. 57 


Excursus: Kouxuiua 

This word appears 19 times in the NT, four of them in 
thejohannine corpus (1 John 1:3, 6-7). The verb 
Koivoivtiv also appears, in 2 John 11 (and in eight other 
NT passages). The majority of NT occurrences are in 
the Pauline and post-Pauline letters, in which the stem 
so iv- is used in two ways: as a designation (1) for 
fellowship with Christ (1 Cor 1:9), especially 
participation in Christ’s suffering (Phil 3:10; 1 Pet 
4:13), in Christ’s blood or body (1 Cor 10:16), and also 
as participation in the Spirit (2 Cor 13:13; Phil 2:1); 
and (2) for the community of human beings with one 


another (Acts 2:42: common life in the primitive 
community; Heb 13:16: practice of social responsibility 
in the Christian community; cf. also the use of the verb 
in Rom 12:13; 15:27). As a concrete example of 
Christian charitable activity, Paul’s collection for 
Jerusalem is given the label of icotvmvia (2 Cor 8:4; 

9:13; Rom 15:26). Correspondingly, the noun Kou/wvdt 
can mean a (Christian) “companion” (2 Cor 8:23; Phlm 
17; cf. Luke 5:10). 

This same two-dimensional usage marks the 
appearance of the word in 1 John. “Fellowship" with 
Father and Son is fundamental to the being and self¬ 
understanding of the Christian community (1:3b, 6). 
The fellowship of Christians with one another is a 
consequence of this, and the author of 1 John leaves no 
douht of his conviction that the fellowship of believers 
founded by Christ must result in the undivided unity 
of the Christian community. In turn, it is a fact that no 
Christian Kotvwvia is imaginable unless it is founded on 
participation in the Christ-event to which 1 John 
witnesses. This implies an indirect attack on the false 
teachers. Although they originally belonged to the 
Johannine community (1 John 2:19), they have proved 
themselves to be a divisive element that is destroying 
Christian fellowship. The dogmatic dissension between 
the author of 1 John and his docetic opponents has a 
real point of reference in this division. Pheme Perkins 
has attempted (although with some imaginative 
projections on the death of the evangelist John) to 
demonstrate that the opponents, on their side, claimed 
to represent the genuine Christian “fellowship.” 58 


■ 4 Although in v. 4b the variant reading “to you” (up* 1 ') 
would be better suited to the conclusion of a prescript, 
what we have here is not the opening of a letter. Not 
only the strong manuscript evidence but also the 
intention of the author support the reading ^peTs, since 
what is at issue is a personal claim to community with the 
readers; this is the author’s object in writing. 59 Such 
community, because it is eschatologically conditioned, is 
characterized by x“P“- As it is said in other NT letters, 60 
and literally in 2 John 12, on which this passage may 
directly depend, “joy” (x“P“) is a divine gift that makes 


56 Cf. 2 John 9, where fellowship with God is identified 
with “abiding in the teaching of Christ"; this is what it 
means to “have God" (cf. 1 John 2:23; 5:12-13), 
corresponding to “knowing God" (1 John 2:3-17; 

3:6; 4:6-8) or “remaining in God" (1 John 2:6, 24, 
27-28; 4:13, 15-16; 3:6, 9, 15, 17,24). See 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 99-103, excursus 4: “The 
Johannine Formulas of Immanence." 


57 See the following excursus on not vutvla. Joseph Cahill 
emphasizes the importance of this concept for our 
own time in a review of the German edition of this 
commentary in CBQ 53(1991)718-19. 

58 Pheme Perkins, “Koinonia in 1 John 1:3-7," in CBQ 
45 (1983) 631 -41. See also below on 2 John 11. 

59 Cf. v. 3b. On the evidence for ^cts (v 4a), the 
manuscript reading of K (A) B and others is to be 
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eschatological salvation present to the community. What 
the revealer in the Fourth Gospel promises his own, 61 
the author desires to convey to the readers: the coming 
of the eschatological x a P° The beginning of the 
concluding section describes the object of this homily: 
“that you may know that you have eternal life" (5:13). 
Both goals are fundamentally identical: to have eschato¬ 
logical joy is to have life. But neither the one nor the 
other represents an accomplished state. Instead, what is 
described is a continual becoming of the believers’ 
existence, for it is no accident that the author uses the 
verbs nXiipova-dai and rcAcurflai (“to be fulfilled"). What is 
meant is not ending but fulfillment. Walter Bauer’s 
translation (“joy as brought to the highest degree") 62 
implies a misunderstanding, as if there must be a 
“decline" from that single high point. In reality, existence 
in joy is a progression from peak to peak. The author 
wishes to encourage the readers in that direction (cf. 

John 16:22: “No one will take your joy from you"). 


Excursus: Xapa 63 

Xapa. appears 59 times in the NT, nine of those in the 
Fourth Gospel and three in the Johannine Letters. The 
verb yaipuv occurs in eight passages in the Fourth 
Gospel and in 2 John 10-11 (in the technical sense, 
“greet”), as well as in 2 John 4 and 3 John 3. 

The Greek word \apa is sometimes used synony¬ 
mously with TjhovT], often distinguished from the latter 
by the subordinating of rjdovrj to x a P& (Aristotle Nic. 
Eth. 2.5, 1105b 19-23) or vice versa (4 Macc 1:22). In 
the NT Tjiovq appears in only five passages, not at all in 


the Johannine corpus. The concept of x a P& covers a 
wide range of meanings: from joy in heaven (Luke 
15:7, 10) to joy as a mark of the Christian community 
(2 Cor 1:24), and as one element in a list of virtues (Gal 
5:22). The Johannine Letters apply the concept to the 
attitude of the presbyter, who rejoices that he has 
received good news about the condition of his 
“children’s” faith (3 John 4), and to the presbyter and 
the community whose mutual joy is to be fulfilled (2 
John 12). Our passage concerns the joy of the author, 
the fulfillment of which is to unite him with the 
community. This has a parallel in the topos found in 
the Pauline Letters, whereby the apostle expresses his 
joy over the Christian behavior of his community (1 
Thess 3:9; 2 Cor 2:3,7, 13; Phil 1:4). The combination 
with ttXtjp6o> (active in Phil 2:2; passive in 2 John 12; 1 
John 1:4; John 3:29; 15:11; 16:24; 17:13) compares 
joy with a measure that is to be “made full,” that is, 
“brought to perfection" and in that sense “realized” (cf. 
Matt 5:17). This realization is mediated through the 
proclaimer’s word, as is evident not only in the passage 
under discussion but also in 2 John 12 (“talking face to 
face”). A negative to \apa, expressed by Xxnrq (John 
16:21; 2 Cor 2:3; 6:10; 7:8-9; Phil 2:27-28; Heb 
12:11 \ Herm. Vis. 3.13.2; Herm. Sim. 1.10; Herm. Man. 

10.13; cf. 2 Clem. 19.4) or 0Xty<rts (2 Cor 7:4; 8:2; cf. 
Acts 5:41), is not found in the Johannine Letters. But 
the idea “that the way to x a P“ leads through Xvttt) 
(‘sorrow’John 16:20-24)” is not excluded in 1 John 
simply because here the issue is not (as in the Fourth 
Gospel) faith versus unbelief, but the identity of false 
belief and wrong teaching (Bultmann, Epistles, 14 n. 
28); for in the Fourth Gospel also the concept of “faith" 
cannot be separated from the true teaching proclaimed 


regarded as better attested than that of the “majority 
text’ and other witnesses, which read vpXv. The same 
is true of i]p^v (v. 4b). The manuscript evidence 
shows a qualitative balance in its favor against the 
alternative reading vpasv. Materially, in each case the 
preferred reading is the lectio dijficilior, since v. 4a 
appears to demand an authorial “we," but v. 4b 
suggests an ecclesial “we." ' H^«Ty (v. 4a) is used 
emphatically, something that is explained by the 
posited apostolic background; it implies the idea of 
an opposite number, namely, the community as 
object of the proclamation by the eye- and ear- 
witnesses. One may not conclude from this that the 
variant vpiv should be preferred (against J. H. 
Dobson, “Emphatic Personal Pronouns in the New 
Testament," BT 22 [ 1971 ] 58-60). 

60 For example, in proemia: 1 Thess 1:6; Phil 1:4. 


61 See the farewell discourses: John 15:11; 16:24; 

17:13, and frequently elsewhere. 

62 BAGD 875. Against this, see also Hans Conzelmann: 
“Fulfilled . . . does not mean that joy has reached a 
climax but that its object has appeared" (“xatpw, 
ktX.” TDNT 9 [ 1974] 370, with a reference to Eelis 
Gulin, Die Freude im NT [2 vols.; Annales Academiae 
Scientarium Fennicae, 26/2, 37; Helsinki: 
Druckerei-A.G. der Finnischen Literatur-Gesell- 
schaft, 1932-36] 2.34). It should be clear that what is 
addressed here is the “eschatological perfection" of 
\apd as the goal of faith, not the object of seeing (cf. 
Bultmann,/ o/ih, 506 n. 1). 

63 Literature: Conzelmann, “xa*p<*>.” 359-415; Otto 
Michel, “Freude,” RAC 8 (1972) 348-418; Andries 
B. du Toil, “Freude 1 (NT)," TRE 11 (1982) 584-86; 
Klaus Berger, “xapa,” EDNT 3 (1993) 454-55. 
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by the Revealer. The fourth evangelist expresses the 
relationship of x a P& an d Auttij in the context of the 
relationship between Christ and the disciples. The 
notion of discipleship thus described corresponds to 
the world of ideas in 1 John: here it is a question of 
preservation of x<xpa in the community in the face of 
the threat of “darkness" and “sin” (cf. 3 John 4: “[they] 
are walking in the truth,” and so not in accord with 
false teaching; cf. esp. 1 John 1:5-7: “light" and 
“darkness"). 

The rel igio-h is to rica l background. In the Stoa joy is 
reserved for the wise (Seneca Ep. 6.59.2: “gaudium nisi 
sapienti non contingere; est enim animi elatio suis 
bonis verisque fidentis" [“true joy can belong only to 
the wise; for it is the elevated temper of a soul that 
rests confident in its true advantages"]). The 
theological language of the NT corresponds in some 
ways to the mystery cults’ understanding of joy as a 

64 See Str-B 2.429-30, 566. 


fundamental religious mood (Firmicus Maternus De 
erroreprofanarum religionum 20.2: “Rejoice groom, 
rejoice, new light," x a *P ( vvpuptc x a ‘P< vtov to the 
self-understanding of the human being in the 
Hermetic writings (Corp. Herm. 13.18: “I rejoice in my 
joy,” p<*> x a PP or to the eschatological 
imagination of the Qumran community (IQS iv.17; 
1QH xiii.6, and frequently elsewhere: “eternal joy"; 
1QM i.9: “Peace, blessing, glory, joy and long life [for 
all children] of light”). Philo thinks of joy as a quality of 
God ( Abr. 202) and as the rc'Aot of human beings ( Rer. 
div. her. 315). The eschatological aspect is also found in 
the Odes Sol. 7.1-2; 1 Enoch 5.9; 17.6 (“Joy and honor 
. . . for the spirits of those who have died in righteous¬ 
ness”), and it is reflected in the rabbinic writings: “Joy 
in this world is not complete, but in the future our joy 
will be fulfilled" ( Pesiqta de Rab. Kahana 29, 189a, b). 64 
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Section I: Parenesis: 

1 John 1:5—2:17 Communion with God Must Be Realized in 

Freedom from Sin and in Mutual Love 1 


General Comment 

It is frequently presumed that the section 1:5—2:27 
represents a distinct unit within the structure of 1 John. 2 
The exegesis, however, will show that 2:18-27 is not 
intended as parenesis but as dogmatic teaching (cf. 2:27), 
while in 1:5—2:17, the section to be treated here, ethical 
teachings dominate the content. The passage before us is 
therefore to be regarded as having been intended by its 
author as a parenetical unit. The following subdivisions 
correspond to the various objects of discussion: 1:5-10 
(dualism and the problem of sin); 2:1-6 (christological 
foundation for the overcoming of sin: indicative and 
imperative); 3 2:7-11 (old and new commandment); 
2:12-17 (concrete ethical instruction, including the 
“table of orders in the community” in vv. 12-14). 

The unit in 1:5-10 is marked by elements ofjohan- 
nine style from beginning to end: an elevated prose style 
characterized by parallelisms and antitheses and 
revealing a wealth of concepts typical of the Johannine 
writings. The beginning (v. 5) is primarily a transition, 
namely, an explanation of the “message” (vv. 1-3), which 
here is apparently defined by the statement: “God is 
light.” This is followed by five constructions with lav. 


alternating negative and positive statements determined 
in their content by the contrast between darkness and 
light: fellowship with God and walking in darkness are 
incompatible (v. 6). In contrast, v. 7 is positive: walking 
in the light means fellowship with one another and 
cleansing from sin. This in turn forms the transition to 
another sequence starting from the concept of apapTia 
and first depicting the denial of sin negatively as error 
and falsehood (v. 8), then describing the acknowl¬ 
edgment of sin positively as precondition for pardon (v. 
9). The unit concludes with another lav clause, again 
formulated negatively and identifying the denial of sin 
with rejection of the word of God (v. 10). 

From these parallelisms we can see that, in the 
Johannine style, one may not always expect the train of 
thought to move forward. Instead, it tends to circle 
around particular concepts in meditative fashion, so that 
one should not demand a rational or logical progression. 
To attempt, with Bultmann, to isolate individual verses 
and to apply the principle of three-member periods to 
trace them to a “source” or “model document” would be 
artificial. 4 In reality, one must concede the author some 
inconsistency in the construction of the parallel clauses. 5 

Weiss, Briefe, 42; Brown, Epistles, 276. 

The “source” posited by Bultmann ( Epistles, 17-23) 
would have contained the existing text, with the 
exception of v. 7c (v. 7b in Bultmann’s reckoning) 
and v. 9 and, after the secondary verses 2:1-3, would 
have continued in 2:4-5, 9-11. Cf. also his 
“Redaktion,” 189-201; and also his “Analyse,” 138- 
58 (= Exegetica, 105-23). In this last article, only “v. 
7b” and v. 9c are excluded and the analysis is based 
not on the principle of three-meinhered periods, but 
on that of “parallel members," with each pair an 
antithesis to the one that follows or precedes 
(“Analyse," 141 = Exegetica, 108). 

See the discussion of structure above on 1:1 -4. 
Bultmann had to posit this inconsistency for the 
“source" as well, for example, when in v. 6 the 
principle of three-member periods is skewed by the 
presence of paired finite verbs joined by *ai; but in v. 

8 the teal clause is understood as an independent third 
member. 


1 Literature: Pheme Perkins, “Koinonia in 1 John 1:3- 

7: The Social Context of Division in the Johannine 4 
Letters," CBQ.45 (1983) 631-41; Maximillian 
Zerwick, “‘Veritatem facere’ loh. 3,21; I loh. 1,6," 

VD 18(1938)338-42,373-77. 

2 On the structural outline, see Balz, “Johannesbriefe,” 
178: 1:5—2:27; Dodd, Epistles, xxii, 64-65: 1:5— 

2:28. Schnackenburg (Epistles, 70) has the first major 
part ending at 2:17, as does Wengst, Brief, 28-29, 

45-46. According to Brown ( Epistles , 122-25, 765), 
the first major break occurs at 3:10, with the 
following subdivisions: 1:5; 1:6—2:2; 2:3-11; 2:12- 
17; 2:18-27; 2:28—3:10. 

3 Schnackenburg believes that 2:2 concludes the sub- 5 
theme of “sin.” Beginning at 2:3, “knowing God” is 
treated, centering on Tijpciv ray tvToXas. It would also 
follow from this that 2:2/2:3 represent a change of 
subject (v. 2: Jesus; v. 3: God; see Epistles, 71-72). 

But that kind of shift in subject is thoroughly 
consistent with Johannine language and does not 
favor a caesura in other instances (cf. 1:6-9). 

Moreover, materially speaking the theme of “sin" 
cannot be separated from the knowledge of God and 
keeping the commandments (2:3-6). Cf. also 
Bultmann, who sees a new section in 2:3-11 (Epistles, 

24: “The theme of fellowship with God is now 
replaced by the theme of knowledge of God"); also 
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Hence there is no formal reason to exclude the idea of simply on the basis of the plural usage of the concept of 

atoning death (v. 7c) from the text as secondary. The apaprla, that this verse is secondary. 6 

same is true of v. 9, for one may scarcely conclude, 

6 Against Braun, “Literar-Analyse,” 213; on this without regard to source hypotheses” TDNT 

subject, see n. 27 below. Hans Conzelmann is 9 [1974] 310-58, citation on p. 354). 

correct: “It is . . . thus as well to interpret the passage 
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1 John 1:5-2:17 


Johannine Dualism (Light and 

1 Darkness, Truth and Falsehood) 

and the Problem of Sin 

5 This is the message we have heard from 

him and proclaim to you, that God is light 
and in God there is no darkness at ail. 6/ 

If we say that we have fellowship with 
God while we are walking in darkness, 
we lie and do not do what is true, 7/ but if 
we walk in the light as God is in the light, 
we have fellowship with one another, 
and the blood of Jesus, God's Son, 
cleanses us from all sin. 8/ If we say that 
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, 
and the truth is not in us. 9/ If we confess 
our sins, the one who is faithful and just 
will forgive us our sins and cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness. 10/ If we say 
that we have not sinned, we make God a 
liar, and God's word is not in us. 


■ 5 As was already said in the introduction (vv. 1-4), the 
author understands himself to be a witness to the Christ- 
event. It was clear in v. 1 that this includes not only the 
appearance and activity, but also the message of Jesus 
Christ (v. lb: “word of life”): the author has “heard" that 
message and “proclaims" it to others. Now, in contrast to 
the preceding section, this message is traced to its origin; 
aw’ avrov means, in the immediate context (cf. vv. 1 and 
3), “from Jesus Christ.” What the Son proclaims and the 
witness passes on has the following content: o Oi'os <f>S>s 
icrnv. This statement intends no definition of the 


essence, the being of God in and for Godself 1 (no more 
than does 1 John 4:8, 16, “God is love," or John 4:24, 
“God is spirit”). It is no accident that in what follows it 
can also be said that God is “in the light" (v. 7). The 
author is making use of an ancient mode of expression 2 
in an attempt to describe the nature of God. As light is 
the source of all illumination, so God is the source of all 
that makes human life bright. God’s being light means 
the fulfillment of meaning in human life, to which, in the 
gift of the eschaton, God gives a basis, a measure, and a 
goal. If God is understood as “light,” this means that God 


1 This is the sense of the older exegesis; Schnacken- 
burg still counts v. 5 among the “Christian 
expositions] of the divine being" ( Epistles , 74). Weiss 
(. Briefe , 31), however, was of a different opinion: 

“This sentence does not contain any statement about 
the metaphysical nature of God, Jesus himself having 
made no such statement of any kind (not even John 
4:24); such a statement could not be called a message, 
but would be a fact of salvation history. Hence it is 
also self-evident that the message received from 
Christ refers to that which has come with and in him." 

2 Cf. the extensive list of literature in Conzelmann, 

310-1 l;also Bultmann, Epistles, 16 n. 5. As 
early as the Pythagoreans the dualism of “light” and 
“darkness" occurs: lo-opoipa. r'tlvai cv ru K 0 <rp.w 
teat cr kotos, Kat dtppov nat \pv\pov, xai (fjp'ov xai vypov 
“These have an equal share in the world: light, 
darkness, warmth, cold, dryness and moistness"; 
Diogenes Laertius Vit. phil. 8.26). Plato represents an 
uncompromising metaphysics of light {Rep. 6-7), as 
evidenced especially in the Hellenislic-protognostic 
world of ideas, for example in Philo: k<u to <pu>s cv 


ovpavut pev anparov kcu apiy'ts <tkotovs forty, cy 6c rots 
{>7t6 <raepi (output tceKpapevov <patv(Tat (“just so 
the light in heaven is unmixed and free from all 
darkness, but in the sublunary world [on earth] it 
appears mixed with the dark layer of the air": Abr. 
205; cf. Air. 156-66; Spec. leg. 4.187, and frequently 
elsewhere). See further in Conzelmann, “<f>u>s,” 310- 
16, 326-32. The many ancient variations are based, 
as Bultmann (Epistles, 16) correctly said, on the 
“notion . . . that the real meaning of light is the 
luminosity man needs in order to find his way in his 
daily as well as his spiritual life. The illumination of 
existence belongs of necessity to ‘life’ in such a way 
that, always and everywhere, light and life, darkness 
and death belong together." 
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is acknowledged as the giver of eschatological salvation. 

Excursus: Light and Darkness 

The religio-historical derivation of the Johannine 
dualistic opposition of light and darkness is disputed. A 
derivation from the OT appears probable. Here God 
can be compared with “light" (e.g., Ps 27:1, “The Lord 
is my light and my salvation”; Ps 36:9, and frequently 
elsewhere). But this does not lead to a corresponding 
light symbolism in which God is personally identified 
with light, nor does it suggest a dualistic contrast of 
light and darkness. Instead, it is characteristic that 
YHWH is the creator of light and of the stars (Gen 
1:3-5; Isa 45:5-7). 

After the discovery of the Qumran texts it was 
thought that the Johannine dualism could be made 
intelligible on the basis of those writings, and one 
cannot deny that the apocalyptic world of ideas of the 
Qumran sect, like apocalyptic in general, contains 
dualistic elements. Thus, for example, one can draw a 
distinction between the spirit of light and the spirit of 
darkness. 3 Light and darkness are like spheres that 
determine the ways of human beings; accordingly, 
human beings can be called “children of light” or 
“children of darkness” (IQS i.9-10; cf. John 12:36: 
“Believe in the light, so that you may become children 
of light”). This dualism is less ontological than ethical 


in nature and thus corresponds to Johannine thought. 
Although in both cases what is at issue is an eschatolog¬ 
ical “dualism of decision,” 4 5 one should not overlook 
the difference: an identification of God with “light" is 
absent from Qumran, as is the idea that at the center of 
theology must stand a revealer who mediates access to 
God. 3 For this reason alone, one may not assert any 
dependence of the Johannine writings on the Qumran 
literature. 

Still another possible source is genuine (mytholog¬ 
ical) gnosis, which Bultmann posits, in his studies, as 
the starting point for Johannine theology. In the 
meantime it has been recognized that his interpreta¬ 
tion was based on the Christian form of gnosis from 
the second and third centuries and cannot be read 
hack into the NT period. This is particularly true of 
the idea of the salvator salvandus . 6 But neither is there 
any evidence in Johannine thought of the cosmological 
foundation of the gnostic doctrine of salvation that is 
characteristic of Christian gnosis. Hence one must be 
cautious about a thesis that “gnosis [forms] the basis of 
Johannine thought." 7 It is true that there are 
undeniable correspondences, and the question of the 
degree to which John is opposing “gnostics" or is 
personally influenced by “Gnosis” cannot be avoided 
by raising problems about a preformed concept of 
gnosis. Nevertheless, one is less open to misunder¬ 
standing if, instead of using the expression “gnosis," 


3 IQS iii.13—iv.26.; also 1QM xiii.10-12: “And the 
Prince of light Thou hast appointed from ancient 
times to come to our support; [all the sons of 
righteousness are in his hand], and all the spirits of 
truth are under his dominion. But Satan, the Angel 
of Malevolence, Thou hast created for the Pit; his 
[rule] is in Darkness and his purpose is to bring about 
wickedness and iniquity. All the spirits of his 
company, the Angels of destruction, walk according 
to the precepts of Darkness; towards them is their 
[inclination]." It is possible that at this point the 
Qumran literature is subject to Iranian influence; cf. 
Werner Foerster, Varavas," TDNT 7 (1971) 1 SI- 
54; Hans Conzelmann, Vxorop, ktA.,” TDNT 7 (1971) 
427 n. 33, 432 n. 65. 

4 Cf. Conzelmann, “<££>*," 349; Rudolf Bultmann, 
Theology of the New Testament (trans. Kendrick Grobel; 
2 vols.; New York: Scribner’s, 1951-55) 2.76. 

5 Furthermore, the Johannine writings have no 
corresponding teaching about two spirits (1 John 4:6 
cannot be regarded as such). 

6 On this, see Luise Schottroff, Der Glaubende und die 

feindliche Welt (WMANT 37; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1970)esp. 228-45. Carsten 
Colpe had already expressed a fundamental critique 
of this thesis in his Habilitationsschrift, Die 
religionsgeschichtliche Schule: Darstellung und Kritik ihres 


Bildesvom gnostischen Erlosermythos (FRLANT 60; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961); and 
Kurt Rudolph ( Gnosis [trans. P.W. Coxon, et al.; ed. 
Robert McL. Wilson; San Francisco: Harper & Row] 
121-31) had correctly pointed out, in opposition to 
Richard Reitzenstein, that the latter’s strict 
interpretation of the figure of a “redeemed 
redeemer" was based only on Manichaean texts. Cf. 
Georg Strecker, “Judenchristentum und Gnosis,” in 
Karl-Wolfgang Trdger, ed., Altes Testament, 
Fruhjudentum, Gnosis (Giitersloh: Mohn, 1980) 266- 
67. 

7 Schottroff, Glaubende, 242; Bultmann, Theology, 
2.40-41; Ernst Kasemann, The Testament of Jesus 
(trans. Gerhard Krodel; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968) 
66-67, 70, 72-73). Of course, the image of 
Johannine “gnosis” has varied in scholarship. It is 
disputed whether the author of the Fourth Gospel is 
to be regarded as a critic of “gnosis” or as a “Gnostic.” 
Cf. Schottroff, Glaubende, 243; Schnackenburg, 
Epistles, 30-31. 
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one works with the idea of “proto-gnosis” or 
“Hellenistic Jewish syncretism.” These two terms are 
broad enough to incorporate the various forms of 
Johannine thought, and they are less apt to prejudice 
religio-historical judgment in a particular direction. 

Among the syncretistic texts that one may adduce, 
the Corpus Hermeticum is especially important. The 
opposition of light and darkness is attested in the cos¬ 
mogony of the Poimandres ( Corp . Herm. 1) 1.4-6: “1 saw 
an endless vision in which everything became light— 
clear and joyful—and in seeing the vision 1 came to 
love it. After a little while, darkness arose separately 
and descended—fearful and gloomy—coiling sinu¬ 
ously so that it looked to me like a (snake). . . . But 
from the light... a holy word mounted upon the 
(watery) nature, and untempered fire leapt up from 
the watery nature to the height above. The fire was 
nimble and piercing and active as well. . . . The light¬ 
giving word who comes from mind is the son of god.” 8 

The antithesis of light and darkness is presumed, 
but receives no further reflection, in the Odes Sol. 

(21.3: “And I put off darkness, and put on light"; also 
11.19; 15.2). In Mandaeanism, as in Poimandres, it is 
emphasized that the light existed before the darkness 
( Ginza R. 75-76). Ruha, the mother of darkness, is 
surrendered to destruction together with her son Ur, 
the king of darkness (Ginza R. 77ff.; cf. 175,1 Off.). This 
cosmological dualism shapes humanity. Thus it is said 
of evil people: “The evil ones are blind and do not see. 

I call them to the light, but they bury themselves in 
darkness." 9 In Pistis Sophia (second half of the third 
century) Christian gnostic soteriology is combined in a 
particularly lovely way with the dualism of light and 
darkness. Thus the wandering Pistis Sophia says of 
herself: “And I went, and 1 came to be in the darkness, 

. . . And I cried out for help, and my voice did not 
penetrate the darkness, . . . And when I sought for 


light, I was given darkness. And when 1 sought for my 
power, 1 was given matter" (1.32,2-3, 21). The way of 
Pistis Sophia is a way from chaos to light; so the fallen 
one calls: “O Light of Lights, in whom 1 have believed 
from the beginning, hear my repentance now at this 
time, O Light” (1.32,1). And the rescued Pistis Sophia 
calls out: “I have been saved from the Chaos and 
released from the bonds of darkness. 1 have come to 
thee, O Light” (2.68,1). The light-darkness dualism is 
also found in the gnostic texts from Nag Hammadi: 
“Seeing that everybody, gods of the world and 
mankind, says that nothing existed prior to chaos, I in 
distinction to them shall demonstrate that they are all 
mistaken, because they are not acquainted with the 
origin of chaos, nor with its root. ... it [chaos] comes 
from a shadow, which has been called by the name 
darkness. And the shadow comes from a product that 
has existed since the beginning. It is, moreover, clear 
that it (viz., the product) existed before chaos came 
into being, and that the latter is posterior to the first 
product” ( Orig. World 97,24-98,5). “After the natural 
structure of the immortal beings had completely 
developed out of the infinite, a likeness then emanated 
from Pistis (Faith); it is called Sophia (Wisdom). It 
exercised volition and became a product resembling 
the primeval light" (ibid., 98,11-16). 10 

The contrast between “light and darkness" implies a 
dialectic that is formative for the Johannine commu¬ 
nity. Whereas in 1 John 1:5 this is expressed in a 
vertical, theocentric fashion (“God is light"), and the 
demand is to allow oneself in the present time to be 
ruled by this light and not by its negation, darkness, in 
2:8 the viewpoint is horizontal. A time line is 
emerging: the true light has been revealed in history in 
Jesus Christ. This “historical" fact means that a time 
period has been assigned for darkness, and that time is 
coming to an end. 11 Does this kind of historicizing in 1 


8 Translation from Brian P. Copenhaver, Hermetica: 

The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in 
a New English Translation (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992) 1-2. 

9 See Mark Lidzbarski, Ginza: Der Schatz oder das grosse 
Buch der Mandtier (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1925); idem, Das Johannesbuch der 

Mandaer (Geissen: Topelmann, 1915) 203, lines 19ff. 11 

10 Carl Schmidt and Violet Macdermot, eds., Pistis 

Sophia (NHS 9; Leiden: Brill, 1989). Translation of 
On the Origin of the World by Hans-Gebhard Bethge, et 
al., in NHLE, 171-72. For an understanding of light 
as “God” or as “salvation," cf. also the body of Jewish 
apocalyptic writing: 2 Bar. 48.50; also 1 Enoch 38.4; 
58.3-6, and frequently elsewhere. There is an 
informative interpretation of the text in Rudolf 
Bultmann, “Zur Lichtsymbolik im Altertum," Ph 97 


(1948) 1-36 (= Exegetica. 323-55). On the meaning 
of light in classical Greece, he writes that, at first, 
light had for the Greeks “no ‘numinous' character" 
(p. 332); this arose through the disintegration of 
perspective on life at the time of the collapse of the 
polis (p. 343) and in contact with sidereal religions 
from Asia Minor (pp. 344-46). 

Cf. Conzelmann, “<pa>s,” 355 n. 381: in contrast to 
the Fourth Gospel, the “measure" of light in 1 John is 
said to be not the eschaton but the history of the 
church. One must ask, however, whether such an 
alternative is appropriate. 
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John represent a significant shift from the theology of 
the Fourth Gospel? There, differently from 1 John 1:5, 
it is not God but Christ who is called the light of the 
world. He, the Logos, appears as light in the darkness 
(John 1:4-5; cf. 8:12: “I am the light of the world"; also 
9:5; 12:46). This kind of christological accent means 
that human beings are drawn by the Revealer into the 
choice between light and darkness (3:19). This 
corresponds to the ethical demand that people not 
allow' themselves to be overtaken by darkness, but that 
they prove to be “children of light" (John 12:35-36). 
This dialectically charged self-understanding is not 
really different from what is said in 1 John, using the 
same conceptual apparatus. In both cases the situation 
is one of decision, and it displays not only an 
eschatological but also a chronological, that is, a 
historical, dimension. Moreover, it is clear that in both 
instances the victory of light over darkness is a reality 
that is recognized in faith. 

It may well be that the contrast between light and 
darkness is shaped to a high degree by christology in 
the Fourth Gospel. But the Gospel could more easily 
require the label of “historicization.” This is evident in 
the christological accent that is typical of the Fourth 
Gospel and that is proper to the gospel form as that of 
a vita Jesu. That 1 John identifies God, not Christ, as 
light may well be an indication that 1:5 reflects an 
older stage of tradition than that in the Fourth Gospel, 
one that has been secondarily Christianized both in the 
Gospel and in 1 John, since the equation of God with 
light has significant parallels in pre-Christian 
Hellenistic-syncretistic light symbolism. 12 In spite of 
the adoption of this traditional material, and despite 
their different accents, 1 John does not display any 
materia) difference from the Fourth Gospel in this 
context; for it is clear that, in the view of the author, 
God’s being as light is manifested in the Son. This is 


the content of the ayyekla that is based on the atoning 
death of Jesus (1:9; 2:1 -2, 12, and frequently 
elsewhere) and demands faith in Christ (3:23; 5:1,5). 13 
In principle, the author of 1 John, no less than the 
fourth evangelist, takes the revelation in Christ as the 
basis for the church’s proclamation. 

■ 6 To say that God is light is not simply a description of 
the divine nature but has instead, despite the ontological 
character of the expression, an urgent meaning that 
affects the community. This is clear from the use of the 
concept of “fellowship” (Kotvtavta). 14 It presumes the 
unity of Father and Son (1 John 1:3; cf. John 17:21), and 
its intention is that the community should also be united 
with the Father and the Son, thus forming a comprehen¬ 
sive, eschatological communion. This is materially 
identical with the relationship to God that is expressed in 
2 and 3 John, though in other terminology (3 John 11: 
being from God; 2 John 9; 3 John 11: seeing God). The 
communion that unites persons with God and that is 
presupposed as fundamental for all Christians implies an 
ethical obligation: it must lead to Koivwla with one 
another (v. 7). 

At this point one may already sense a conflict between 
the author and the opponents. Are they the ones who 
claim for themselves such a communion with God, and 
thereby their own “sinlessness” (v. 8), but whose 
unethical way of life does not correspond to the obliga¬ 
tion that is necessarily connected with such a self- 
evaluation? 15 Whatever one’s estimation of the relation¬ 
ship between the opponents’ teaching and their manner 


12 Cf. the texts cited above on the dualism of light and 
darkness; also Windisch and Preisker, Die 
Katholischen Briefe, 111. Philo can refer to God as the 
light of lights, or, to put it in Platonic terms, as the 
idea of light. Certainly, here is no antagonistic 
dualism between light and darkness, but rather (in 
Platonic fashion) a series of stages between heavenly 
and earthly light; cf. Som. 1.75; Conzelmann, 

330. 

13 It is no accident that both the Fourth Gospel (1:18) 
and the concluding section of 1 John (5:20) contain 
expressions of the equality of Christ and God (with 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 263; Bultmann, Epistles , 87- 
90; Brown, Epistles, 625-26; against Brooke, Epistles, 
152-53; and Dodd, Epistles, 140-41). The concept of 
h.yyt\la occurs both in 1:5 and in 3:11 (and nowhere 
else in the NT); in the latter case it relates to the 


demand to love one another (a union of the dogmatic 
and ethical aspects). 

14 Apart from v. 6, this word occurs in the Johannine 
writings only at 1 John 1:3 (see above on 1:3). 

15 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles , 76-77; Bultmann, 
Epistles, 17; Wengst, Brief, 52-53, and others. One 
may think of Paul’s opponents in Corinth as their 
“predecessors,” people whose enthusiastic self¬ 
understanding led to unfraternal behavior (cf. 1 Cor 
6:12; Hans Conzelmann, Der erste Brief an die 
Korinther (KEK 5, 12th ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 
8c Ruprecht, 1981) 138-39; ET: 1 Corinthians: A 
Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians (trans. 
James W. Leitch; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1975)108-10. 
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I. Communion with God 


1 John 1:5-2:17 


of life, at this point the first person plural «ira>/x«v (“if we 
say”) clearly demands that one believe that the author is 
thinking of the readers; 16 for otherwise the third person 
plural (subject: those who are leading people astray) 
would be expected. Of course, one may not conclude 
from this form of the verb that the “Gnostics” are part of 
the congregation being addressed; 17 rather, the first 
person corresponds to the homiletic style of the docu¬ 
ment. The author joins with the congregation because 
the group itself, and not simply a false docetic teaching, 
is in danger of failing to draw the necessary ethical 
consequences of being joined to God. Under these 
conditions, the reason for the parenesis is clear. If 
believers are continually in a state of becoming, the 
ethical demand on them is an indispensable part of the 


ongoing proclamation to the congregation. This leads to 
the negative identification: no communion with God = 
walking in darkness = being in falsehood = not doing the 
truth. Some of these expressions are specifically Johan- 
nine, 18 while others reflect the influence of Septuagint 
language. 19 In content, they cannot be separated from 
their positive presupposition, the idea of being in light 
and in the truth. Falsehood is, as such, discernible only in 
contrast to truth. Negative as well as positive ethical 
behavior always has a basis that transcends the realm of 
the merely ethical. 

■ 7 This is also evident from the fact that the ethical life of 
the Christian community is measured by the model of 
God’s “being in the light.” 20 Although the reading /utr ’ 
avro 0 21 instead of /xer' qAAtjA idv recommends itself for 


16 See the remarks above on 1:3 and the excursus on 
KOivuima. 

17 Against this supposition by Windisch and Preisker, 
Die Katholischen Briefe, 112, see (correctly) Schnacken- 
burg, Epistles, 76-77; see also below at 2:19. The 
impersonal meaning of 6 Xcyiov (2:4, 6, 9) and of cai> 
tis eiTTT] (4:20) does not, of course, exclude the 
possibility of a reference to attitudes and behavior 
that are also known within the congregation, and not 
necessarily exclusive to the “false teachers.” See, 
similarly, the rhetorical shift between cavrovs 
nXavapev (1:8) and /iijfit'iy nXavarui vpas (3:7), which 
cannot be materially differentiated; it is otherwise 
with itepi to w 7T\avu}VT(nv vpas (2:26). 

18 Cf., e.g., cv tcL (tkotci 7Tcpt'nciT(iip.(V'. 1 John 2:11; John 
8:12; 12:35b («i> rij a kotio.). 

19 For noiovpcv tt\v aXijdetav, cf. Gen 32:10 (MT, LXX 
11); 47:29; Isa 26:10; T. Reub. 6.9; T. Benj. 10.3. 
Further passages are noted by Schnackenburg, 
Epistles, 77-78 n. 28 (but there is no suggestion in 1 
John of a reference to the Hebrew or Aramaic text). 

20 Verse 7a. Cf. Poimandres ( Corp. Herm. 1) 21: “You 
have understood rightly, my friend. But why is it 
(with reference to the portions of life and light that 
are also found in the human being) that ‘those who 
know themselves enter into him’ as the word of God 
says? — I answer: because the father of all things 
consists of light and life (on tfuoros kcu )ijs 
<rvv(aT7]Kfv o irarTjp tq>i> b'Xwr), from which comes ‘the 
human being.’ — Well said: light and life, that is 
(the) god and father. From him came ‘the human 
being.’ And when you have learned that you are 
made up of life and light and that these are the 
elements of your being, then you will also enter into 
life." This reflects the gnostic myth according to 
which the fallen soul, the bearer of divine particles, 


must recognize itself again in order to achieve the 
ascent into the divine sphere (cf. Karl-Wolfgang 
Troger, “Hermetische Gnosis,” in idem, Gnosis und 
Neues Testament (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt; 
Giitersloh: Mohn, 1973) 107-8. The idea of light 
and life as the sphere of the divine is found in 
Aristotle De caelo, according to which the ether that 
moves the outermost sphere of the world is identified 
with God (William Keith Chambers Guthrie, “Die 
Entwicklung der Theologie des Aristoteles I," in 
Fritz-Peter Hager, ed., Metaphysik und Theologie des 
Aristoteles [Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell- 
schaft, 1969] 77; ET: W.K.C. Guthrie, “The 
Development of Aristotle’s Theology—I,” The 
Classical Quarterly 27 [ 1933]: 162-71); while at the 
same time God is the power that, by its circular 
movement, moves all things and holds them in being. 
In Plato’s parable of the cave, the sphere of light is 
the realm of ideas; the sight of it is described as 6cta 
Bctapia (Rep. 7.517D). 

21 In Codex A, the Latin manuscripts, and KJV. 

Bultmann originally thought that the reading per ' 
aurot) belonged to the “source" (Epistles, 19), but he 
withdrew this opinion (Epistles, 20 n. 20) in light of 
Schnackenburg’s arguments (Epistles, 78 n. 32). In 
favor of the relationship between communion with 
God and the community’s Koivmvla, and therefore the 
reading per ’ aXXijXwv, which thus logically continues 
per ' aGroO (v. 6a), see Huther, Handbuch, 61-62; 
Weiss, Briefe, 34; Brown, Epistles, 201. Cf. also Ernst 
KBsemann, who regards the variants as corrections 
by an editor (“Ketzer und Zeuge,” ZThK 48 [1951] 
306 n. 2, reprinted in idem, Exegetische Versuche und 
Besinnungen [2 vols.; 6th ed.; Gottingen: Vanden- 
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1970] 1.183 n.). 
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grammatical reasons, since it would agree with avros and 
rob t'iofi airov, it must be regarded as a secondary 
smoothing of the language that does not preserve the 
connection between communion with God and human 
community in the Christian congregation that is 
characteristic of Johannine theology. In reality, the 
author is determined to say that union with God is the 
foundation of Christian “walking in light,” and that the 
community among Christians exists on that basis. 

Because the union between God and the community of 
Christians is not perfected once and for all, it requires 
continual renewal. The reference to the purifying power 
of the blood of Jesus is intended to remind the believers 
of this. 22 It is probably a valid principle that one who is 
“born from God” does not sin (5:18), and even that a 


genuine communion with God makes it impossible to sin 
(3:9). But the author is neither utopian nor enthusiast, 
and does not soar beyond empirical reality. Instead, he is 
aware of the fact that the congregation is a corpus mixtum 
and will never realize the perfect communion of the 
children of God here on earth. 29 Since union with God is 
not a habitus, a continual reflection on the foundation of 
the Christian life is indispensable. This is expressed in 
similar terms in the earliest Christian creedal formulas 
(e.g., 1 Cor 15:3-4; Rom 3:25) and in the tradition of 
the Lord’s Supper (Mark 14:24 par.). Behind such 
traditions is not only the OT and Jewish concept of 
sacrifice, but also the Greek and Hellenistic world of 
ideas, in which the shedding of blood had an atoning 
effect. 24 


22 The expression afyia ( ’ljjirov) is found also at 5:6, 8 
(in connection with the witnesses “water, blood, and 
spirit"), as well as in John 6:53-56 (Lord’s Supper); 
19:34-35 (water and blood). Bultmann regards these 
passages as the result of the ecclesiastical redaction. 
The verb KaOap t£av appears only in 1 John 1:7, 9; but 
numerous expressions in Johannine language 
describe the removal of sins (cf. Brown, Epistles, 203); 
the adjective KaOapos is found only at John 1 3:10-1 1. 

23 Thus the author of 1 John does not think that the 
congregation in its present form constitutes itself as a 
pure community by excluding sinners. Like the 
congregation as a whole, every individual member 
has a share in the corpus mixtum. The first evangelist 
illustrated this in the parable of the “weeds among 
the wheat” (Matt 13:24-30), according to which the 
separation of the good from the evil is impossible 
during the time of the church and must be delayed 
until the ultimate future. Cf. also Jean Zumstein, La 
condition du croyant dans I'evangile selon Matthieu (OBO 
16; Fribourg: Editions universitaires; Gattingen: 
Vandenhoeck 8c Ruprecht, 1977) 381-85. 

24 In the pre-Christian Greek world a distinction was 
made between KaOap^ot (purifying sacrifices) and 
iKa&fiot (atoning sacrifices). In KaOapfiol, the blood 
and other material functioned to wash away 
defilement (cf. Athenaeus Deipnosophistae 13.602C: 
KaOaipovros . . . clvO purr dip aifian). For the l\a<rfiol, 
blood had a constitutive meaning: the surrender of 
life effects the removal of guilt and gains the favor of 
the gods. See Paul Stengel, Die griechischen Kultus- 
altertiimer (3d ed.; HKAW 5/3; Munich: Beck, 1920) 
127-28 (with source citations). On the OT and 
Jewish background of the idea of atoning sacrifice, 
see Jer 33:8 (MT) = 40:8 (LXX): “I will cleanse them 
from all the guilt of their sin against me, and I will 


forgive all the guilt of their sin and rebellion against 
me”; and Lev 17:11: “For the life of the flesh is in the 
blood; and I have given it to you for making 
atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life, it is 
the blood that makes atonement.” Cf. Heb 9:22: 
“Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified 
with blood, and without the shedding of blood there 
is no forgiveness of sins" (see also Heb 9:14). One 
should note in this connection that, in the OT 
conception, atonement is not a “conciliatory gesture” 
toward a wrathful god. On this, see Klaus Koch, “Der 
Spruch ‘Sein Blut bleibe auf seinem Haupt’ und die 
israelische Auffassung vom vergossenen Blut,” VT 12 
(1962) 396-416; idem, “Sahne und 
Sundenvergebung um die Wende von der exilischen 
zur nachexilischen Zeit,” EvTh 26 (1966) 217-39; 
and in connection with this, for the NT, Ulrich 
Wilckens, Der Brief an die Romer (Rom 1-5) (EKKNT 
6/1; Zurich: Einsiedeln; Cologne: Benziger; 
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1978), 
excursus “Zum Verstandnis der Suhne-Vorstellung,” 
233-43. Here the author attempts to show that when 
the person sacrificing lays a hand on the sacrificial 
animal (Lev 1:4), that person’s sinfulness is 
transferred to the animal. See also Hartmut Gese, 
“The Atonement,” in idem, Essays on Biblical Theology 
(trans. Keith Crim; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1981) 
93-116; Bernd Janowski, Silhne als Heilsgeschehen: 
Studien zur Siihnetheologie der Priesterschrift und zur 
Wurzel KPR im Alten Orient und im Alten Testament 
(WMANT 55; Munich: Kaiser, 1982; 3d ed.; 
Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1989); Otfried Hofius, 
“ErwSgungen zur Gestalt und Herkunft des 
paulinischen Versdhnungsgedankens," ZThK 77 
(1980) 186-99; here the rite mentioned is 
understood (perhaps more accurately) as a ritual of 
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According to Bultmann ( Epistles , 20), the saying about 
atoning death (v. 7c) was secondarily introduced into 
1 John by the “ecclesiastical redaction.” His arguments 
are: (1) The clause disturbs the poetic style of the 
context. But we have already said that the “poetry” of 
this context is nothing more than an elevated prose. 

(2) This half verse is also disturbing to the content, 
because the alfia clause follows awkwardly after “we 
have fellowship with one another,” since both are 
dependent on the preceding edit clause (“if we walk in 
the light..."). While “when we walk in the light” is 
primary, however, it is nothing more than a recapitu¬ 
lation of v. 6a (“we have fellowship with [God]”), and 
that is precisely what is elucidated, in light of its 
consequences, by v. 7b (“we have fellowship with one 
another”), and v. 7c (“the blood of Jesus ...”). Add to 
this that v. 7c obviously functions as a transition to v. 

8a (key word: apaprla). 25 

■ 8 The atoning event that occurs in the death of Jesus is 
constitutive of the believing consciousness. This is, in 
fact, the apxtj in which the absolute Logos reveals itself 
(v. 1). Hence, it is not possible to go behind this event 
and to argue about what such a revelation conveys: the 


realization of the forgiveness of sins. The author does 
not reflect on the question of whether all human beings 
already had an awareness of sin in the time before Christ, 
or whether this was first discovered through the Christ- 
revelation. 26 His concern at this point is only to make 
clear that the universality of liberation from sin through 
the atoning death of Jesus Christ confirms the universal¬ 
ity of apapn'a and aStuta (vv. 8-10). No one who has been 
received into the truth can deny that she or he is a 
sinner. The dAjjfleia that dwells in the human being is 
identical with God’s eschatological truth, which, as a 
personified entity, exercises ruling authority (cf. 2 John 
1-3; 3 John 12; John 8:32). In this passage it is clear, 
moreover, that this sense of the word, which is transcen¬ 
dency applied, also implies the original meaning 
(“uprightness”): being in the truth (2 John 1-3) or truth’s 
being in us (v. 8) includes an honorable, upright way of 
life. It is the opposite of being in falsehood, which in turn 
means not only an existence in error, a “misdirected self¬ 
understanding” (Bultmann, Epistles, 21), but also a 
deliberate self-deception that refuses to acknowledge 
what it already knows. 

■ 9 Knowledge of one’s own sinfulness cannot remain a 


identification: the life that is actually being destroyed 
is restored in the ritual of sacrifice. In contrast, the 
idea of purification in 1 John belongs in a different 
religio-historical context. It is difficult to assert, as 
regards the author of 1 John, that in the NT passages 
on this subject (cf. also Eph 1:7; 1 Pet 1:2) the 
sacrificial blood “is simply the metaphorical garment 
clothing the thought of the self-offering" of Christ 
(Johannes Behm, “atpa, alparexvtrta," TDNT 1 [1964] 
175), since this author finds himself confronted with 
a docetic teaching that demanded, in response, an 
emphasis on the reality of the atoning death of Jesus 
as well as of the sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist. 

In Hellenistic Judaism, the idea of the atoning 
power of representative suffering was associated with 
the deaths of the martyrs (cf. 2 Macc 7:37; 4 Macc 
6:28-29; 17:20-23; Eduard Lohse, Mdrtyrer und 
Goltesknechl: Untersuchungen zur urchristlichen 
Verkundigung vom Suhnetod Jesu Chrisli [FRLANT 64; 
2d ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1963] 
66-72). Even if Isaiah 53 is the earliest OT-Jewish 
witness to the atoning significance of representative 
suffering, atonement, particularly inrep iroAAiv or 
vpasv (Mark 14:24 par.) cannot be referred primarily 
to the “suffering servant of God," especially since 
Jewish exegesis in the pre-NT period did not rely on 
Isaiah 53 for a theological justification of suffering 


(against Joachim Jeremias, “irats 6tov, n TDNT 5 
[1967] 699; cf. also Lohse, Mdrtyrer, 104-10; 

Marinus de Jonge, “Jesus’ Death for Others and the 
Death of the Maccabean Martyrs,’ in Tjitze Baarda, 
ed.. Text and Testimony: Essays on New Testament and 
Apocryphal Literature in Honour ojA.F.J. Khjn 
[Kampen: Kok, 1988] 142-51). 

Bultmann s attempt (see n. 4 to the General 
Comment above) to refer v. 8a (“if we say that we 
have no sin") back to v. 6 (“while we are walking in 
darkness") has a material basis, of course; but the 
linking key word afiaprla is missing. It not only 
creates the connection forward (vv. 8-10) but also 
backward (vv. 5-7), so that the typical Johannine 
sequence would be interrupted. Consequently, the 
statement that the “interpolator" was led by vv. 8-10 
to introduce apaprt'a earlier, in v. 7c, is unsatisfying. 
See Bultmann, Epistles, 19, 20 n. 23; against this 
position also Schnackenburg, Epistles, 71 n. Land see 
earlier Huther, Handbuch, 70, according to whom v. 

7 is related “as closely as possible" to vv. 8 and 9. 

Cf. Rom 1:18-30; 7:14-25; also Weiss, Briefe, 36 
(with reference to John 3:20). 
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simple act of recognition; it must lead to op.o\oyuv, 
“confession." This assertion follows so logically in v. 9 
that it does not call for any distinction between a model 
document and an author who secondarily composed this 
verse and inserted it in a “source." The concept of 
afiaprla, which here appears in the plural, does not offer 
much support for such a conclusion, 27 for while the 
plural refers to individual sins it is clear that in the 
context the singular ira<ra aiiaprla (v. 7; also iratra aStfcta, 
v. 9) has the same generalizing import and applies to 
individual sins (cf. 5:17). The shift between singular and 
plural is not to be understood as a material difference 
and cannot be accorded literary-critical significance. 

“Confession," then, refers to individual sins, which are 
the expression of sinful existence. Whether such a 
confession is meant to be public and refers to the 
congregation’s penitential practice, or whether it refers 
exclusively to a confession of sins before God, 28 must 
remain an open question at this point. That the conclu¬ 


sion of 1 John distinguishes clearly between mortal sins 
and sins that do not lead to death, and that intercession is 
permitted only for the latter (5:13-17), does not suggest 
an alternative choice in this passage. It is clear that even 
public confession, if that is what is intended here, is 
ultimately directed to God and not to human beings, 
since such a confession includes the plea for God’s 
forgiveness. 29 God, in responding to such a plea, is 
revealed as wurrds (“faithful”) and bUaios (“just”), 
expressions drawn from liturgical tradition 80 but meant 
to be taken literally: God has proved God’s faithfulness 
and righteousness in the past, in the death of Jesus as 
sacrifice for human sins, since in the death of Jesus God 
both condemned every sin and at the same time atoned 
for it (v. 7c; cf. Rom 3:25). If God has been shown to be 
the Forgiving One, those who confess their sins may 
expect to receive God’s forgiveness; such pardon is 
nothing other than a “cleans[ing] from all unrighteous- 


27 Against Bultmann, Epistles, 21; Braun, “Literar- 
Analyse,” 213; according to them one should 
distinguish between the singular, which is to be 
assigned to the model document (1:8; 3:4, 8-9), and 
the plural, which is to be attributed to the author 
(1:9; 2:2, 12; 3:5; 4:10). But note the singular also in 
1:7; 3:5; 5:16-17, and the parallel between 1:8 
(singular) and 1:10 (Tjp.apT-qKap.cv). 

28 This is the opinion of Balz, “Johannesbriefe,” 168. 

29 Cf. 5:16. For the relationship between human 
request and divine forgiveness in Jewish exegesis, see 
Str-B 3.776. 

30 n ottos as an epithet for God was in use in early 
Greece (Pindar Nem. 10.54, 101) and in Hellenistic 
Judaism (Philo Rer. drv. her. 93; Sac. AC 93; Leg. all. 
3.204). In the OT, YHWH is called “faithful” and 
“trustworthy” in promises made to the people (Isa 
49:7); God’s faithfulness is revealed in the keeping of 
the covenant with Israel (Deut 7:9); in this 
“trustworthiness," God is revealed as Satos (Ps 
144(145]: 17 LXX) and bUaios (Deut 32:4). 

The Johannine writings have the word maros 
otherwise only in 3 John 5, as a predicate describing 
the reliability of Gaius’s actions. The NT uses this 
adjective as a predicate for God especially to express 
God’s faithfulness to the promises: Rom 3:3-4 
(parallel to irians dtov, together with aA 77077 s); Heb 
10:23 (with c-nayyctXapcvos); similarly in Heb 11:11; 
cf. 1 Cor 1:9; 10:13; 13:2; 2 Cor 1:18; 1 Thess5:24; 
2 Thess 3:3; 1 Pet 4:19; Ignatius Trail. 13.3. 

A Uaios is another ancient epithet for God. In 
Greek inscriptions it occurs alongside tforoy (BAGD 


195); so also in the LXX (Deut 32:4; Ps 
144[ 145]: 17), often as a description of God as judge 
(Ps 7:11; 2 Macc 12:6); cf. Ps 114:5 (with c\cqjp<ov): 1 
Sam 2:2 (with tfyios); Ps. 118(119]: 137 (with eu077s); 
Ezra 9:15; 2 Esdr 19:8; Tob 3:2; Josephus Bell. 7.323 
(with aXqOqs ); Ant. 11.55 (with aXrjdivos). See also the 
related passage in Wis 15:1-2, where God is called 

7<rror, aA77077s, and paKpodvpos, the divine mercy 
and power are acknowledged, and the conclusion is 
drawn: “we will not sin, because we know that you 
acknowledge us as yours." 

The NT follows this same usage: God is the 
“righteous judge" (2 Tim 4:8; Rom 3:26; cf. 1 PeL 
2:23; Rev 16:5, with ooroy). The Johannine corpus 
calls God the Father fitVatoy (John 17:25); in 1 John 
dtKatos appears as a description for Jesus Christ as the 
advocate (2:1) and the judge to come (2:29), who as 
the Son of God has already proved himself to be 
Audios in his battle against the works of the devil 
(3:7). See also the other applications in 3:7 (to human 
beings) and 3:12 (to human deeds). 

The combination of maros with Audios occurs 
already in the OT (Deut 32:4), and probably came to 
the author of 1 John by way of liturgical tradition, as 
suggested by the identical formula in 1 Clem. 27.1 
and 60.1 (cf. also 56.5; Ps 140[141]:5 LXX), where 
■ntaros refers to God’s promise and Audios to God’s 
judgment. Our passage, in contrast, interprets in 
christological and soteriological terms: that God is 
trustworthy and just is evident from God’s action of 
forgiving sins in Christ. 

31 The verb atptcvat expresses the same meaning as 


32 



I. Communion with God 


1 John 1:5-2:17 


■ 10 The confidence that forgiveness of sins can be 
expected from God is underscored when, paralleling v. 

8, the denial of sin is once again rejected. Such a denial 
would not only be self-deception (v. 8) but would also 
make a liar of God (cf. 5:10), that is, say that God’s word 
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standing must decide (T. Jud. 20.1). Beliar, as the 
spirit of error, leads humans astray, causing them to 
act against the Law and to fall into sin ( T. Jud. 14.8; 

19.4; 23.1; T. Sim. 3.1). He will be destroyed at the 
end of time when the salvation of the people is 
accomplished ( T.Jud. 25.3). Similarly, the contrast in 
1 John 4:6 is not to be explained in terms of a 
polemical, antignostic situation, 69 no matter how 
much it reflects something like that. Its background is 
the world of apocalyptic ideas as found in the Qumran 
literature and in the Christian-edited Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs and here incorporated into the 
polemic against the false prophets. 70 
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Section V: Parenesis: 

1 John 4:7 —5:4a The Love of God Revealed in the Son 

Obliges Us to Love Our Brothers and Sisters 1 


General Comment 

In this section the theme of love for the brothers and 
sisters, already treated in 2:7-11; 3:10-18, 23, is taken 
up again and extended. 2 At the same time, the relation¬ 
ship of this section to what has gone before should not be 
defined in such a way as to indicate that everything 
essential had already been said in 2:7-11 and what 
follows is only an echo. 3 Instead, one may say that 2:7— 

11 is the prelude, announcing the basic theme by 
speaking of the old and simultaneously new command¬ 
ment of love for the sisters and brothers, and this is next 
made concrete in 3:10-18, 23 when that love is clarified 
through the negative example of Cain (v. 12) and then 
interpreted as having been realized in Christ’s surrender 
of his own life and in human readiness to do the same (v. 

17), and as simultaneously a social obligation (v. 17), 
hence as a human action (v. 18). In a third movement, 
then, the present passage represents the melding of love 
for God and for the brothers and sisters. The outline also 
indicates that this section carries the theme beyond 
where it previously stood: the author begins with the 
absolute concept of ayaiti), referring it to mutual love 
(vv. 7-8), then speaks of God’s love for us as revealed in 


the Christ event (vv. 9-10), and by a combination of 
“indicative and imperative” focuses on the connection 
between love of God and love of the sisters and brothers 
(vv. 11-12). Here the indicative has a pneumatological 
(v. 13), a christological (vv. 14-15), and an anthropolog¬ 
ical (v. 16) application. In the present, agape is subject to 
an eschatological restriction and looks toward final 
fulfillment at the end (vv. 17-18). It is therefore all the 
more to be understood as an obligation resulting from 
God's agape-actions, an obligation owed both to God and 
to Christian sisters and brothers (vv. 19-21). This kind 
of conjoining of the two loves finds its place within the 
field of tension whose poles are pistis and agape (5:1); its 
goal is a proper attitude toward the rocva roO dtov. It is in 
this particular way that love reveals itself as the appro¬ 
priate response to God’s commandments (5:2-4a). 


1 Literature: N. H. Cassem, “A Grammatical and 
Contextual Inventory of the Use of «nr/ior in the 
Johannine Corpus with Some Implications for a 
Johannine Cosmic Theology," NTS 19 (1972/73) 
81-91;John V. Dahms, “The Johannine Use of 
Monogenes Reconsidered," NTS 29 (1983) 222-32; 
Andre Feuillet, “Dieu est Amour," EeV 81 (1971) 
534-48; P. W. van der Horst, “A Wordplay in 1 Joh 
4:12?" ZNW 63 (1972) 280-82; Marinus de Jonge, 
“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God 
(1 Jn 4,7)," NedThT 22 (1968) 352-67; Rudolf 
Kittler, “Erweis der Bruderliebe an der Bruderliebe? 
Versuch der Auslegung eines ’fast unverstandlichen’ 
Saues im 1. Johannesbrief," KD 16 (1970) 223-28; 
Eduard Schweizer, ‘Zum religionsgeschichtlichen 
Hintergrund der 'Sendungsformel.’ Gal 4,4f, Rdm 
8,Sf, Joh 3,16f, 1 Joh 4,9," ZNW 57 (1966) 199-210; 


CeslasSpicq, “Notes d’exegese johannique: La 
charite est amour manifeste," RB 65 (1958) 358-70. 

2 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 207 (“The initial 
challenge ... is not meant to open up a discussion of 
the special theme of mutual love. For the heart of 
what the author is about to deal with comes out only 
in the ensuing Aoti-clause. This places love (hi agape) 
in the center, though in quite general terms"). In 
what follows, I will show that ordinary agape is 
expressed in love for God and the brothers and 
sisters, and that the emphasis in this section lies on 
the latter (v. 21). 

3 Against Bultmann, Epistles, 2-3, where he says that 
1:5—2:27 was originally an independent writing to 
which, at a later time, individual units were 
secondarily added (see the remarks on 1:5 above). 
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V. The Love of God Obliges Us 


1 John 4:7 —5:4a 


4 


Love of the Brothers and Sisters and Love of God 


Beloved, let us love one another, because 
love is from God; everyone who loves is 
born of God and knows God. 8/ Whoever 
does not love does not know God, for God 
is love. 9/ God's love was revealed 
among us In this way: God sent [God's] 
only Son into the world so that we might 
live through him. 10/ In this is love, not 
that we loved God but that God loved us 
and sent [God's] Son to be the atoning 
sacrifice for our sins. 


■ 7 The following section reveals a meditative progression 
of thought, but no clearly defined subsections; 1 hence 
there is no reason to describe vv. 7-10 as a hymnic unit. 2 
The address ayatnjror (“beloved”) resumes the address at 
4:1 and is therefore the expression of deliberate 
attention to Christian readers, corresponding to ipeis 
(“you") in 4:4. This is not contradicted by the fact that, in 
the following section, the presentation is in the first 
person plural, for Tjpeis (vv. 9-10, 11, and frequently) 
describes the ecclesial “we,” expressed also in the verb 
forms associated with it. The parenetic character of the 
section is underscored by admonitions couched in 
wisdom language. The expressions with ira s (4:7; 5:1,4a) 
or os (4:15), as well as the participial constructions (4:8a, 

18b, 20b) recall similar linguistic forms in the wisdom 
literature. 3 These show that the author is not interested 
in continuing a “discussion with the false teachers,” 4 5 but 
instead wishes to describe the realization of the spirit of 
truth in the community’s agape as a goal worth striving 


for. Accordingly, aya■naty.tv should not be read as an 
indicative, “we do love” (although that is grammatically 
possible), but as an imperative, “let us love.” 6 The 
injunction to love one another is nothing other than a 
repetition of the commandment of love of the sisters and 
brothers as enunciated in 3:10-11. 6 On this basis, one 
cannot easily deny that this section truly begins with the 
injunction to love the sisters and brothers. 7 It is true that 
the following on clause does not take up this admonition, 
which first reappears expressly at 4:10-11. Instead, it 
speaks only of the ayairq that is from God, adding the 
absolute “the one who loves” (6 ayairwv), 8 so that agape 
first appears in its ordinary sense. 9 Here, by preceding 
“love” with “from God” (ex tov 6eov), the author estab¬ 
lishes a link with v. 6: being from God determines the 
nature of the community, as does agape. Only by denying 
its point of origin could the community depart from 
agape. “The real Christian is one who loves.” 10 This is 


1 The same is true of vv. 17-18, where Bultmann 
( Epistles, 72-73) sees redactional interventions; 
however, in spite of their specific terminology these 
verses correspond quite consistently with their 
context. On this, see below on 4:17-18. 

2 Contrary to the division of the text in Nestle- 
Aland 26 , there are no real parallelisms; the positing 
of three lines in vv. 9-10 is also unfounded, as is the 
blank space in the text at the end of v. 14 and the 
paragraph break before v. 16b. 

3 For this wisdom language see, e.g., Prov 8:36. For 
the construction with trot cf. also 1 John 2:23, 29; 
3:3-5; 5:18; analogous constructions with Sr are also 

4 Bultmann, Epistles, 65. 

5 It thus corresponds not only to what follows (v. 11), 

but also to the preceding parenetical section (3:23); 


on this problem, see also the remarks on 4:19. 

6 Cf. 2:10; 3:14 and (for aKKijKovs) 3:23; 4:11-12; 2 
John 5. 

7 See n. 2 above; in opposition, Smalley (1,2, 3 John, 
237) emphasizes the absolute character of agape. But 
see also Bultmann, Epistles, 66 (“There is certainly no 
love without a vis-a-vis"). Brown ( Epistles, 514) draws 
love's boundaries at the limits of the Christian 
community. 

8 Codex A inserts the accusative object t'ov Bt'ov— 
undoubtedly a secondary clarification which reveals 
that the copyist applied the word to the love of God. 

9 The absolute use of a-yaisti had already appeared in 
3:1, 16; cf. also in the following text 4:8, 10, 16-18; 
see. in addition, 2 John 6. 

10 Schnackenburg, Epistles, 207. 
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true without reservation. Love of the brothers and sisters 
is part of the comprehensive love that is the mark of 
Christian existence. This is expressed by the generalizing 
iras. “Everyone" who loves (whether the love be directed 
to God or to fellow human beings) is one of those who 
are born of God, just as, in turn, “being born of God”— 
as the parallel in v. 7b (etc rod flcou e<rn v) makes clear 11 — 
is identical with “being from God” and expresses itself as 
agape. 

The ontological descriptions (“being from God” and 
“being born of God") could invite one to ascribe an 
objectifiable nature to agape. However, the sphere of 
agape 12 is not a magical phenomenon. Instead, so far as it 
includes human beings, it presupposes that human 
actions are marked by accountability. This is clear from 
the last clause of the verse: xal yivaxr.ei tov 6tov does not 
refer to a theoretical “knowing" or “understanding” (thus 
4:2; 5:2), but to “acknowledging God.” Christians who 
make love a reality recognize or acknowledge God by 
that very fact (2:13-14; cf. 5:20), while the world 
demonstrates its denial of God by its lovelessness (3:1,6, 

13). That the Christian is addressed as one who is 
responsible for his or her own actions is evident from the 
combination of “knowing” (ytvdxr.tw) with “keeping the 
commandments” (rar evroAas avrov rijpeiv). Whoever 
acknowledges God keeps God’s commandments (2:3-6), 
and before all others the commandment of agape (2:7— 
11). 

■ 8 The author takes up the end of v. 7 with an antithesis: 
6 fiTj ayanaiv ovk Hyvut tov Stay. 13 While this is not a 
chiastic construction, 14 it is closely tied to the preceding 
verse by the verb yivaur.av. As the one who loves is the 
one who knows and acknowledges God, so “the one who 
does not love" is the one who does not “know" or 
“acknowledge” God. The aorist ovk tyvw may be 
intended to articulate the particularly strong negation in 
the statement that one who does not love has not arrived 
at such knowledge. 15 The sequence of present and aorist 
verb forms is also found at 3:1 (cf. 1 Cor 8:2). That 


Codex A has the present oti yivusa.ti is not sufficient 
reason for an absolute rejection of the possibility that 
here is something rare in the NT, namely, a gnomic 
aorist. In any case the author intends to make a state¬ 
ment of general validity: on the one hand, lovelessness 
characterizes the human being in relation to God, while 
on the other hand (and the tendency of this statement 
corresponds to the immediate parenetical context), the 
one who acknowledges God is one who loves and must 
behave in the way that is appropriate for one who loves. 
A similar statement was made in 3:6 with reference to 
sin: sin and knowledge of God are mutually exclusive. 
Just as there the line of division between the children of 
God and the children of the devil was clearly drawn (cf. 
3:1, 10), here also it is true that the one who does not 
love belongs to the world and has no community with 
God. 

The clause “God is love” (6 deos ayam] larlv) is joined 
to the preceding by a causal on, thereby giving the basis 
and rationale for v. 8a. The statement that “whoever 
does not love does not know God” is founded on the 
assertion that God is love. That loveless people do not 
acknowledge God, and consequently have no community 
with God (cf. 2:5), follows from the consideration that 
being from God is determined by agape. Thus at this 
point the author allows himself to be led into making a 
statement about the being of God, a statement that is 
often taken as an abbreviated summary of Christian 
theology. In fact, a religio-historical investigation shows 
that the religions that existed in the environment of 
primitive Christianity did not speak of God in this way. 


Excursus: ’Ayawt; 

The word ayairq is not a Christian creation, nor are its 
derivatives. Even though its origins in Greek are not 
absolutely dear, 16 it can occasionally be demonstrated 
in prebiblical Greek. The verb oyoirav is particularly 
well-attested, as describing the relationship of 


11 Parallel placement represents a statement of identity 
in 3:9-10 as well; cf. also 2:29 (if oiroS ycyivvijrat) 
with 3:1 (ri.va Oeov . . . iopiv) and 3:9 (onippa aiiroO 
«v avrSt ptvtt). 

12 On this, see 4:16. 

13 The variant readings (oi ytotbonu rov 6<'ov: A 33. 81. 
623. 2464 al sy h ; oi. iyoa.tv too flrov: V* [69]; ovk 
fy va.tv: K 2 ) are presumably secondary smoothings. 


14 Against Brown, Epistles, 548: v. Sab cannot be 
coupled with v. 7cd to form a chiasm, since nothing 
in v. 7c corresponds to v. 8b (“God is love”). 

15 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 207-8; Brown, Epistles, 
515; Smalley, I. 2, 3John, 239. 

16 Another opinion is expressed by Eric Peterson 
(“’Aydiri h ’BZ 20 [1932] 378-82), who regarded the 
instances adduced by Hans Lietzmann (An die 
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' is attested apparently as a culiic name for 
' goddess Isis. This divinity of the Egyptian 
> celebrated as the foundress of love. 19 The 


ace of the extra-Christian appearance of 
-e is great uncertainty in detail: Ethelbert 
iyairaa," TDNT 1 [1964] 38) accepts G. 

I’s conjecture for line 109, reading tv 
i]0t)i> a$o\ov (Revue de philologie 54 [ 1928] 















semantic field as a whole is certainly not widely 
attested. It is less frequent than the equivalent terms 
ipav, 4>i\eiii, and (TTtpyuv. There is in it none of the 
natural drive of “ascending" Eros, which in the 
Dionysian religion brings human beings to an ecstatic 
union with the deity, while in Platonic and post- 
Platonic philosophy it withdraws from the world of the 
senses and becomes a measure of the truly Beautiful 
and Good, 20 In contrast, Ayairav had a rather narrow 
significance in Greek culture. It can be translated by 
the relatively colorless expressions “to be satisfied with 
something" or “to honor someone.' 21 The NT usage is 
far removed from such a pale type of expression. 

Hence, to understand the background of the NT 
concept of agape, it is necessary to look to the non- 
Greek world of ideas. 

The Septuagint translates Hebrew 3HK with the 
verb ayatrav. 22 Here, unlike in Greek literature, “love” 
has a distinctive, exclusive meaning, and the concept 
often achieves a specific keenness by its opposition to 
“hatred": as the king of Israel “love[s] righteousness 
and hate[s] wickedness” (MT Ps 45:8[ET 7] = LXX 
44:8), so also the Lord “love[s] justice . . . hate[s] 
robbery and wrongdoing” (Isa 61:8). Here it is already 
evident that in the LXX ayanav is universally applied 
to the actions of God and human beings and that no 
field of divine or human affection is excluded. Thus 
sexual love is described by the word ayairav (Hos 3:1; 

4:18; Jer 2:25; Ezek 16:37), but so is the love of friends 
in a nonsexual sense. For example, the friendship 
between Jonathan and David can be characterized by 
the word ayairqns 23 Not least is this true of ethical 
consideration for fellow human beings, as expressed in 
the fundamental ethical demand, “you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18). 

The OT doctrine of God is not shaped by the idea 
of “love," but rather by the idea of YHWH-God’s 


Andrius" [diss., Berlin, 1929] 18-20; ET in Ross S 
Kraemer, ed., Maenads, Martyrs, Matrons, Monastics 
Sourcebook on Women's Religions in the Greco-Roman 
World [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988] 367-68), and 
the general characteristics of the goddess (on this, ■ 
Franz Cumont, The Oriental Religions in Roman 
Paganism [1911; reprinted New York: Dover, 1951 
72-102, esp. 89). 

20 Cf. Ethelbert Stauffer, “ayarmw," TDNT 1 (1964) ! 
(with reference to the later humanistic cultivation < 
the concept of eros in Maximus and its mystical 
sublimation by Plotinus). 

21 Ibid., 36. 

22 The verb oyoirdiii and related terms appear as folk 
in the LXX: oyatraw 258 times (167 times for anil 

ayairrj 19 times (6 times for na.IK); ayam,<ris 10 tit 
(6 times for nanM); oyoirtjror 22 times (once for 3." 
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choosing of the people of Israel. That choosing can, 
however, be interpreted as an act of God’s love toward 
God’s people: “It was because the Lord loved you and 
kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the 
Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand, and 
redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the 
hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt" (Deut 7:8). As YHWH 
has been revealed as a lover through the saving 
deliverance of the people from their captivity in Egypt, 
the prophet Hosea is able to describe YHWH’s 
relationship to the people in a marital image (2:16-20). 
This same picture was taken up by the later prophets 
(Jer 2:2; Isa 62:4-5). In Deuteronomy it is combined 
with ethical teaching: the people Israel is to act lovingly 
toward its God (Deut 6:5) and to keep God’s 
commandments (Deut 20:12; cf. Exod 20:6). This 
anticipates the fundamental structures of the NT 
understanding of agape. In the OT, however, “love" 
does not yet—as will be the case later in Judaism and in 
the NT—function as a summary principle compre¬ 
hending all the commandments. Instead, the OT love 
commandment is on a level with a great many other 
admonitions. A further step in the direction of the NT 
is taken by the literature of Hellenistic Judaism outside 
the Septuagint. Here one may distinguish a threefold 
development of meaning: 24 


for example, in the Letter of Aristeas, written in the 


strength (ri 
Alongside th 
2. the low 
Philo of Ale: 















love and, in that turning to God, to experience 

If the Christian community is the communion of 
those who, as beloved of God. reciprocate that love, 
their attitude can also express itself as love for Jesus 
Christ. For what is offered to the Son of God is also 
directed to his Father, something that is attested 
especially in the Johannine writings: ‘Jesus said to 
them, ‘If God were your Father, you would love me: 
for I came from God'" (John 8:42; cf. 1 Pet 1:8). Love 
of God is, at the same time, love of Jesus Christ. The 
believer acknowledges the unity of Father and Son 
(John 10:30: “The Father and I are one”). If believers 
manifest ascending agape as the response to the 
descending love of God bestowed on them, that agape 
is extended at one and the same time to the Father and 
the Son. 

This is a sketch of the fundamental dogmatic 
content of ayii tij in the NT, where it applies both to 
the relationship of God to human beings and to the 
relationship of human beings to God. It is evident that 
this relationship cannot be adequately described in 
mystical categories, for the revelation of God in Jesus 
Christ is a personal event. The consequence of this is 
that human beings who, through faith in God's 
revelation in Jesus Christ, understand themselves as 
those who are beloved of God, at the same time 
understand that they are personal beings who are 
responsible in and for God’s world. 


The statement “God is love” is something special to 
Johannine theology. 32 The closest correspondence to it 
occurs in ontological statements such as “God is light" (1 
John 1:5) or “God is spirit" (John 4:24). The ego eimi (“I 
am”) sayings of the Johannine Christ constitute a further 
christological parallel. 33 These statements of identity are 
not to be understood as definitions in the philosophical 
sense. They are not an attempt to speak objectively about 
God, but must be interpreted from their material and 


literary context. Nonetheless, our text should not be 
explained purely from the perspective of v. 7b (“Love is 
from God”). 34 Instead, v. 8b takes us beyond the 
statement that all love that is found in the world 
ultimately comes from God. Here, surpassing v. 7, in an 
abstract, theocentric formula that apparently implies no 
anthropological statement, the being that is fundamental 
to all things and all natures is described with the word 
agape. That which precedes and transcends humanity 
and its history is lovel 

This statement thus by no means presents a definition 
of the concept of “God" that would assign that concept its 
appropriate place in a philosophical or theological 
system. Yet it is equally true that the statement cannot be 
understood to represent a tautology in which the subject, 
6 6eos, would be identical with the predicate, aya-irq 
ia-riv. That would contradict the author’s intention, 
which is to demonstrate what is obligatory for human 
beings, as well as the fact that the word ayairq existed in 
the NT environment, and is not a creation of the 
Johannine school or of primitive Christianity. In 
adopting a concept from the linguistic environment, the 
author indicates the proper location of the God of whom 
he speaks. He immediately clarifies this in what follows, 
by attesting to the revelation of the love of God (v. 9). 
Since this is not a tautological statement, it is not 
reversible. It cannot be paraphrased by saying “Love is 
God,” or “Where love is, there is God.” 35 The author did 
not intend to say that God, as a “kind of human fellow¬ 
ship,” is simply an object for theological anthropology 
and ethics. Instead, Christians’ ethical actions presuppose 
the reality of God’s agape. It is all-embracing and 
bestowed on human beings from the outset, but it is not 
solipsistically related to itself. This text has no intention 
of describing an inner-trinitarian relationship. 36 What is 


31 Cf. 2 Cor 3:4; Eph 3:12, and below at 4:9-10. 

32 Cf. also AndrF Feuillet (‘Dieu est Amour," EeV 81 
[1971] 536), according to whom the formula “God is 
love" is the high point of NT revelation. That it 
represents the “synthesis” of Johannine thought is 
said to be shown (but this is not unproblematic) 
especially in the division of the Fourth Gospel into 
two parts: chaps. 1 —12 = the love of the Father for 
the Son; chaps. 13—21 = the love of Christ for 
human beings. The formula “God is love" does not 
reduce God to an abstract principle, but is to be 
understood dynamically. Every activity of God is 


inspired by love (543). This is the foundation for love 
of neighbor; for the same love that unites Father and 
Son will also unite human beings with the Father and 
Son and with one another, making them one (545). 

33 Cf. John 6:35; 8:12; 11:25; 15:1. 

34 This is said against Wengst, Brief, 179. 

35 With Balz, “Johannesbriefe," 197-98; cf. also 
Smalley, I, 2, 3John, 240; Marinus de Jonge, 
“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God 
(1 Jn 4.7).” NedThT 22 (1968) 352-67. 

36 Brown ( Epistles , 549) points out that according to the 
fourth evangelist's statement “God is love in himself 
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important is, rather, that God has appeared as one who 
loves. 37 

■ 9 In v. 8, a general statement was made about the 
relationship between God and agape. In what follows, 
that statement is anchored in earthly reality; a christolog- 
ical excursus will show that the fact that God is the one 
who loves can be experienced in the Son. 38 ’Ei> tout® 

(“in this way”) appears four more times in the rest of the 
letter (4:10, 13, 17; 5:2) and here, as frequently else¬ 
where, relates to the following, explanatory on. 39 The 
verb *pavepovv was already found at 1:2 and is used 
primarily as a christological term (also in 3:5, 8). 40 One 
could translate: the love of God has “appeared” or “been 
revealed.” In any case the meaning is that the ayoirr/ tov 
Be oC 41 is not an abstract idea but has accommodated itself 


to the human capacity to experience it. Love has entered 
history in the Son. 

The author attests, with the expression iv fipiiv, that 
the love of God has become an object of human experi¬ 
ence. The phrase can be interpreted as a dative (“to us” 
or “for us”). 42 So in John 9:3 we read: “so that God’s 
works might be revealed in him [the blind man],” or in 2 
Cor 4:10: “so that the life of Jesus may also be made 
visible in our bodies.” In each case the addressee of the 
revelation is described by iv with the dative. 43 The other 
possibility is a local usage (“among us”). This corresponds 
to the usual meaning of iv, which can also have a spatial 
meaning in regard to persons (cf. Gal 1:16: “among the 
Gentiles," as well as Matt 2:6; 1 Cor 2:6; 11:19b; 2 Cor 
4:3). While the first possibility is not to be excluded, the 


(cf. John 17:24: “because you loved me [the Son] 
before the foundation of the world"). But the Fourth 39 
Gospel has no statement that is identical with that in 
1 John 4:8; and it leads one into unbiblical 40 

speculations if, with reference to the Johannine 
writings, one says that “God loves ... Godself," or 
combines the statement “God loves Godself" with the 
thesis that God loves by nature (Eberhard Jiingel, 

God as the Mystery of the World [trans. Darrell L. 

Guder; Edinburgh: Clark; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1983)327,368). 

37 The tension between anthropocentric and 
theocentric exposition is evident in the dictum of 
Ludwig Feuerbach: “if we do not sacrifice God to 
love, we sacrifice love to God" (The Essence of 
Christianity [trans. George Eliot; NewYork: Harper, 

1957] 53). For Feuerbach, the statement “God is 
love" represents the “clearest, most irrefragable 
proof that man in religion contemplates himself as 
the object of the Divine Being, as the end of the 
divine activity, that thus in religion he has relation 
only to his own nature, only to himself" (57). Cf. also 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen I: Die 
absolute Religion, 75. ET: G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on 
the Philosopy of Religion I: Introduction and the Concepts 
of Religion, ed. Peter C. Hodgson. Trans. R. F. 

Brown, P. C. Hodgson, and J. M. Stewart, with the 
assistance of J. P. Fitzer and H. S. Harris (Berkeley, 

Los Angeles, and London: University of California 
Press [1984]). 2 vols. 2:183-84. 

38 Heinrich Schlier suspects here a fending off of 
gnostic ideas. In contrast to the docetic dissolution of 
the figure of the historical Jesus, it is emphasized that 
life has appeared in Christ and that in Jesus Christ it 
has become possible to experience God as love (Ende 
der Zeit [Freiburg: Herder, 1971] 125: “The Son is 


the life of love"). 

By contrast, in 3:10 iv rovrio relates to the preceding 
text (see above on 3:10). 

4>oi/cpow: see above, 1:2; 2:19, 28; 3:2, 5, 8. In the 
Johannine literature yvwpifa is used as a synonym (cf. 
John 17:6 with 17:26). It is a question of becoming 
visible to all eyes (John 7:4), or of Jesus’ revealing the 
divine reality: God’s name (17:6) or God’s works 
(3:21; 9:3). Jesus' activity is described as revelation. 
Correspondingly, in 1 John Jesus’ sending is 
understood as the revelation of the love of God (1 
John 4:9; John 3:16). Its goal is that we may have life 
(ibid.), and the concept of f<mj can summarize the 
whole revelation (John 1:2). 1 John uses the same 
verb also for revelation that is still in the future (2:28; 
3:2). Cf. Bultmann and Luhrmann, “tpavepoai,’ 5. 

41 ’ Ayoirij roC Beov is to be understood as a subjective 
genitive; cf. also 2:5 (q.v.). 

42 Cf. irottlv iv run': Matt 17:12; ipydfrpa, iv nvi: Mark 
14:6; also yivt/rai iv ipoi: 1 Cor 9:15; cf. Albrecht 
Oepke, “iv,’ TDS’T 2 (1964) 538-40: with 
expressions of coming to know or making known, iv 
describes either the person who knows or the one 
who provides the knowledge. In the former case it is 
translated with the simple dative. Thus in Rom 1:19: 
tpavtpov iortv iv ovrois; Gal 1:16: aitoxa\v\pat rov viov 
avrov iv ipoi. Also in the vernacular usage in Act. 
Thom. 20 (by M. R. James, ed., Texts and Studies 5/1 
[London: Thyateira House, 1987] 32, 17-18): 

<i aijhBtv irpos rrjv yvvaXta rov apyovros *al aveyviv tv 
avrjj to tbayyiKiov rov 9eoD (“he read the gospel of 
God to her”)-, Herman Ljungvik, Studien lurSprache 
der apokryphen Apostelgeschichten (Uppsala: Lunde- 
quistska Bokhandeln, 1926) 32; Winfred Elliger, 

“iv." EDNT 1 (1990) 447-49. 

43 BDF § 220 (2); see also below, at 4:16a. 
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second appears to approximate the Johannine world of 
ideas more closely, since the revelation in the Son is 
similarly conceived in the Fourth Gospel as well (John 
1:14: iaKijvtaatv iv ljplv, “dwelt among us”). Further¬ 
more, in v. 17 the demand of agape can be expressed by 
ixt6 finwv (“among us"), that is, in a spatial-personal sense. 
Such a sense is particularly evident in John 13:35: “By 
this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 
have love for one another (iv aAAsj'Aoir).” 

In connection with this question, which in the 
Johannine view by no means represents an absolute 
alternative, there arises the problem whether the 
author’s use of the personal pronoun in the first person 
plural refers to the Christian community or to the world 
as object or place of revelation. That in any case the 
world cannot be excluded as the comprehensive horizon 
of revelation is evident from the statement that God sent 
his Son “into the world” (cis t'ov koo/sov, v. 9b), an 
expression closely paralleled in John 3:16 (“For God so 
loved the world ...”). The sending of the Son happens 
in and for the world, that is, for all humanity. Therefore 
the Son of God can be called aooTTjp tov koc rpov (“savior of 
the world”). 44 An expression like this is certainly not only 
universal in scope, setting forth the cosmic demand of 
revelation. It applies to the Christian community in a 
twofold fashion. First, it is formulated out of the 
community’s confession of faith. Therefore, it is not an 
objective statement that can be separated from the 
person of the one who speaks it but presupposes the faith 
of the community in the saving significance of the Christ- 
event. In other words, it is “witness.” Further (and 
second), the following passage makes clear that the 
demand of revelation is addressed not only to the world 
but continually, again and again, to the Christian 
community. The very expression “so that we might live 


through him” (tva £ijatopev Si’ avrov, v. 9c) raises the 
question whether the primary intent is to express the 
universal purpose of revelation (the life of all human 
beings), or the goal of the community (the eternal life of 
believers). What is certain is that the context addresses 
the members of the community directly and with 
renewed force (e.g., in the address ’ Ayaipjroi, “beloved," 
in v. 11, and earlier, in i)p.as in v. 10), so that v. 9a also 
presumes the horizon of the believing community. It is 
the Christian community that says, in its confession of 
faith, that God’s love has been revealed “among us” (cf. 
1 : 2 ). 

A fixed tradition of the “formula of mission,” demon¬ 
strably pre-Pauline, stands behind the clause on vt'ov 
avrov tov fiovoyevrj atreoraXifev 0 8 cos els t'ov Kotrpov. The 
idea of the “sending of the Son of God” forms part of its 
structure. 45 There is a close parallel to this in John 3:16- 
17, which, in contrast to other mission formulas, agrees 
with the present passage in its cosmic aspect, in its use of 
the motif of the love of God, and in its expression of the 
meaning for salvation as well. This scarcely indicates any 
dependence of 1 John on the Fourth Gospel, but rather 
points to a common early Johannine tradition available 
both to the author of 1 John and to the evangelist. In 
addition, the concept of airoorcAAciv appears also in 1 
John 4:14 in combination with the idea of the Son and 
his saving activity (cf. also John 5:36, 38; 6:29, and 
frequently). 

The sending of the Son is specifically characterized by 
the adjective /sovoyevijs, which appears only here in 1 
John but is found five times in the Fourth Gospel. 46 
While in secular language fiovoyevijs describes the “only 
one,” 47 in the LXX this word is used to translate TIT, 
which, however, in that case refers to the human '/'•'X’l- 48 
Ancient religious literature also makes use of this 


44 See below, at 4:14. 

45 Gal 4:4; cf. Rom 1:3-4; 8:3; Werner Kramer. Christ, 
Lord, Son of God (SBT 1 /50; trans. Brian Hardy; 
Naperville: Allenson, 1966) 111-15, who finds a pre- 
Pauline formula in Gal 4:4-5. ‘The closest parallels 
to this are found in the Johannine writings: John 

3.17; 1 John 4.9, 10, 14. They show a definite 
pattern, for the first clause speaks of the sending, the 
next unfolds its saving significance, sometimes by 
means of a iW-clause, sometimes by a phrase of 
apposition' (p. 113). For the religio-historical 
background of the sending of the (preexistent) Son of 


God, cf. Schweizer, “Zum religionsgeschichtlichen 
Hintergrund,” 199-210. The construction 
hnooTthhav with cir is found in John 3:17; 10:36; 

17:18 (sending of the Son) and 17:18 (sending of the 
disciples into the world). Cf. N. H. Cassem, “A 
Grammatical and Contextual Inventory of the Use of 
Kos-por in the Johannine Corpus with Some 
Implications for a Johannine Cosmic Theology,” NTS 
19(1972/73)83-84. 

46 It occurs in four passages: John 1:14, 18 (bis); 3:16, 
18; otherwise it appears in the NT only in a 
nonchristological sense. For Greek examples (since 
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expression. 49 Thus the god addressed in the magical 
papyri is called povoytvtjt (with the addition of cts), as a 
way of emphasizing the god’s uniqueness. 50 The OT TIT 
can also be rendered with ayaznjros in the LXX. 51 In the 
same way, the language of the NT can say that Jesus is 
not only the “only Son” but also the “beloved Son” (Mark 
1:11 par.; 9:5 par.; 12:6; 2 Pet 1:17). While in the NT 
Jesus Christ is also “only son" (vios ifcios, Rom 8:32) or 
“firstborn" (wpcurdroxos, Rom 8:29; Col 1:15, 18), in the 
Johannine writings in contrast to the Synoptic Gospels 
povoyevijs is used christologically as a “further step ... to 
describe Jesus.” 62 As in John 3:16, so also in the present 
verse the uniqueness of the Son of God is linked as 
closely as possible to the revelation of the ayani) roO Otov. 
The Son is “unique” because only in him is God’s agape 
manifest; only he represents the iofa 6tov to the world 
(John 1:14) and reveals to humanity an offer of life that it 
cannot accomplish in and of itself. 

The revelation of the love of God in the sending of the 


Son is directed “to the world” (cts t'ov xoapov). That 
scarcely refers to the world merely as a “scene of action” 
or field where the struggle between God and Satan, the 
children of God and the children of the devil, takes 
place. 53 Instead, the world is the object of the mission of 
the Son of God, because, as the “world of humanity,” it is 
subjected to the domination of sin and is governed by 
nothingness and enmity toward God (1 John 2:2, 15-17; 
3:1; 4:4-5, 14). That the revelation of the love of God 
represents an unmistakable alternative to existence 
within the domain of the world is indicated by the 
attached Ita clause. 54 The purpose of the sending of the 
Son is (fjv, which means the eschatological notion of 
“eternal life.” 55 This is a term common to the Fourth 


Hesiod), cf. Walter Bauer, Johannesevangelium (HNT 50 
6; 3d ed.; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1933) on 1:14; 
and BAGD 527. 

47 Cf. also Plato Tim. 31B (povoytinjt as an intensifica¬ 
tion of els); similarly of the cosmos, Cornutus 
Theologiae Graecae compendium 27; Clement of 
Alexandria Strom. 5.74. See also Friedrich Buchsel, 

>ovoyti/ijr," TDNT 4 (1967) 737-39. Thus the word 
does not mean “firstborn"; cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, 

“unique is the actual meaning of /lovoycyijr” 

(“povoyevijs" EDNT 2 [1991] 439-40, with 
bibliography), with reference to Heb 11:17; in early 
Christian literature the idea may be either “the only 
one of its kind" (/ Clem. 25.2), or “the only one 
born/begotten" (cf. Luke 7:12; 8:42; 9:38). 51 

According to John V. Dahms (“The Johannine Use of 52 
Monogenes Reconsidered," NTS 29 [1983] 231), the 53 
word should be translated in the Johannine writings 

as “only begotten" (with references to Philo Abr. 194; 
Justin Dial. 105, and I Apol. 23; Tertullian Adv. Prax. 

7). In this sense, cf. also Mart. Pol. 20.2; Diogn. 10.2; 
also Josephus Ant. 1.222 (of Isaac, the only son of 
Abraham). 

48 Ps 21:21; 24:16; 34:17 (LXX numbering); Judg 

1 l:34;cf. alsoTob3:15; 8:17. Gen 22:12 (LXX: 
ayawijrds) is translated povoyanjt in Aquila and 
Symmachus. 

49 Cf. Bulunann.yoAn, 71-72 (on John 1:14). The word 
was not used by Philo, although he can call the Logos 
•npioroyovos ribs (8tov) (Agric. 51) and attribute to it 
sinlessness and creative functions ( Som. 1.215; Conf. 


Cf. BUchsel, “pov oycinjr," 738 n. 5, a reference to a 
love spell: iv r£> ovpavat 6(6 s, 6 povoytvqs (Friedrich 
Preisigke, Sammelbuch griechischer Urhunden aus 
Agypten [ 18 vols. in 13; Strassburg: TrUbner, 1915— 
93] vol. 2, no. 4324, 15); ci<ra«ov<rov poo. 6 <!s, 
povoytvqs (PGM 1.124). Richard Wunsch, An like 
Fluchtafeln (2d ed.; Bonn: Marcus & Weber, 1912)4, 
34: bpel^aure r'ov Be'ov . . . r'ov povoyevij r'ov i( airoS 
avatpavevra. Of irvtvpa it is said in Wis 7:22 that she 
is votp'ov Syio v povoy eve's (“intelligent, holy, unique"). 
In the old Roman creed Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 
is called povoyevij (Latin unicusp, Hans Lietzmann, 
“Symbolstudien [com.]," ZNW 22 (1923) 257-79, at 
277-78. 

Gen 22:2, 12, 16;Jer 6:26, and frequently. 

Buchsel, “povoyfvjjs,' 739. 

Differently Schottroff (Gtaubende, 286-87), who sees 
a sharp distinction between the Fourth Gospel and 1 
John with regard to xoopos, so that in 1 John 4:9, 14 
it refers not to the whole world but to the salvation of 
"believers," with the result that the world, while the 
scene of the event of salvation, is not an object of 
divine affection. Cf. also Smalley, I, 2, 3 John, 242, 
according to whom xoopot at this point has a neutral 
meaning. In contrast, see the examples mentioned 
above (esp. 2:15-17). 

54 On Vva, see below at 4:17. 

55 The verb (rjv occurs only here in 1 John; it appears 
more frequently as a theological term in the Fourth 
Gospel (4:10-11; 5:25; 6:51,57-58; 11:25-26; 
14:19). That at this point the author is thinking of 
“eternal life” is evident from the uses of the noun 
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Gospel and 1 John. One should not try to define it in 
such a way as to say that the Gospel addresses only Jesus’ 
promise of life to the disciples, while in 1 John “we see 
the promise realized.” 56 On the contrary, in the mind of 
the evangelist the fullness of life appears with the coming 
of the Revealer (cf. John 4:10-11; 5:24, 26; 6:35, 63; 
10:10, and frequently), while both in the Gospel (John 
3:15-16; 12:25, and frequently) and in I John (1 John 
2:25; 5:16) the (iut) manifested in Christ is primarily an 
object of hope. 

■ 10 Parallel to v. 9a, v. 10 begins with a connecting tv 
tovto), which also refers to what follows and is continued 
by ot>x oti and a\\' on (“not that. . . but that"). 57 This 
describes what it is that constitutes the love of God. Even 
if one reads the absolute t) ayairr/, sa the author is not 
thinking here of absolute agape, but of God’s loving, as 
will be immediately evident from what follows. The 
antithesis is marked by the contrasting of human and 
divine love. One should read, with numerous manu¬ 
scripts: oux ° Tl Vpeis 7)ya-777)Ka/jfO t'ov Otov . 59 This 
probably represents, in the mind of the author, a 
deliberate variation, not merely a rhetorical stylization. 
The perfect expresses the endurance of love, the aorist 
its unique occurrence, its relation to the unique Christ- 
event in the past; 60 in English translation: “it is not we 
who have loved God, but God loved us." This fits the 
context, in which an antithesis contrasts human failure to 
love with the revelation of the love of God. The two 
members of the antithesis are not of equal weight, as the 
subsequent explanation indicates: there God’s loving 
action is interpreted as the sending of God’s Son. Human 


failure to love is at the same time the background against 
which the statement about the love of God is validated. 
Such contrasts are frequent in the Johannine writings (cf. 
2John 5; John 6:38; 12:6). So also John 15:16 (“You did 
not choose me, but I chose you”) has the sense of 
emphasizing God’s action in contrast to that of human 
beings. This contrast recalls the Pauline doctrine of 
justification, according to which it is not the righteous 
deeds of human beings but only God’s gracious action 
that justifies anyone (Rom 3:21-26; Gal 2:15-21). An 
echo occurs in the deutero-Pauline letter to Titus (Titus 
3:5: “[God] saved us, not because of any works of 
righteousness that we had done, but according to his 
mercy"). 

The author does not speculate about human capacity 
or incapacity for the love of God, hence not about a 
gratia infusa, grace poured into human beings, or a gratia 
praeveniens, grace given in advance of human action, that 
would make such love possible. No developed scholastic 
system should be introduced here, nor even remotely 
suggested. 61 All that is said is that God’s agape has been 
revealed without human cooperation. It is not stated that 
this is directed against some opposing position. 62 
Moreover, it can scarcely be derived from any principle 
of “sinlessness” claimed by the false teachers for them¬ 
selves and consequently expressed as “love of God” (1:8), 
since it otherwise appears that the false prophets were 
rather reproached for having a deficiency of love. 63 

In the OT, especially in the Psalms, one finds the idea 

of the all-embracing and steadfast love of God (iDn) to 

which the petitioner refers when asking for the 


elsewhere (far, aidvios: 1 John 1:2; 2:25; 3:15; 5:11. 

13, 20; cf. John 3:15-16. 36, and frequently). 

56 Thus Brown, Epistles, 518. 

57 Buchsel disagrees, seeing a reference to the 
preceding v. 9: “On this basis there is love" 

( Johannesbriefe, 70, with reference to John 16:30: iu 

58 With the overwhelming majority of manuscripts; in 
contrast, K, some Vulgate manuscripts, and the 
Sahidic translation add roO 8tov. 

59 The perfect is the lectio difficilior; in contrast, the 
aorist iiyairqtranev, while widely attested in the 
manuscripts (K, A, 048 vid , 2Ft) is to be explained as an 
accommodation to the following ijyairijffru. 

60 That the perfect is negated need not speak against 
the differentiation here described (in response to 
Brown, Epistles, 518). Again, the shift from the 


perfect isre<rTa\tee (v. 9) to the aorist ave<rrei\ev 
(overwhelmingly attested in v. 10) can scarcely be 
ascribed to “narrative style" (Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
209 n. 33 [published English translation differs]). 
Instead, it draws a deliberate contrast between the 
sending of the Son of God into the world, which has 
brought forth life even to the present day (v. 9), and 
the unique atonement accomplished in the Christ- 
event (v. 10). 

61 In response to Schnackenburg, Epistles, 209: “The 
true power of love has entered the world solely 
through God's initiative. The human race stood in 
need of God’s merciful love but was quite incapable of 
producing it." 

62 This is said against Bultmann, Epistles, 68. 

63 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 209; cf. the 
connection of 4:6 (recognition of the spirit of truth) 
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forgiveness of sin or for help. 64 It is connected with 
the idea of the election of the nation and the notion of 
covenant (e.g., the covenant with Noah at Gen 9:9- 
17). While this is stated in theocentric terms, so that 
God’s action anticipates and is revealed to human 
beings within the history of God’s people, in the 
Greco-Hellenistic sphere the irpovoia dtov (“provi¬ 
dence of God") can also be thought of as a gracious 
provision of God that conditions human actions; this 
takes place against a cosmic background (Seneca Prov. 
1.1-2; Epictetus Diss. 1.12.1-6). The syncretistic Odes 
of Solomon, often called “gnostic,” speak with particular 
emphasis of the anticipating love of God that deter¬ 
mines the existence of the pious (3.3: “For I should 
not have known how to love the Lord, if he had not 
loved me”; also 7.1-2; 8.13, 22; 42.7). Similar things 
are found in the Mandaean Ginza: “[The great life] 
entrusted me with love to be given to my friends.’ 65 
When 1 John speaks of the anticipating love of God, 
the thought is not of the present experience, such as 
belongs to pious Gnostics or Hellenistic Christians, 
but of the Christ-event in the past, in which the love of 
God was made manifest. On the other hand, this 
statement clearly differs from the Jewish or Hellenis- 
tic-syncretistic idea that the love of God is subordi¬ 
nated to the love of human beings: Corp. Herm. 1.22 
(“they propitiate the father lovingly”); Philo Abr. 50 
(“their affection for the true God was returned by 
him”); T. Naph. 8.4 (“If you do what is good, my 
children, both [people] and angels will bless you,. . . 
and the Lord will love you, and the angels will keep 
close to you"). This relationship between the (pre¬ 
ceding) love of human beings and the love of God is 
especially well attested in Christian tradition within 
parenetic contexts (cf. Matt 6:14-15) and is found 


even in the Johannine writings as “ascending agape ” 
(John 14:21: “They who have my commandments and 
keep them are those who love me; and those who love 
me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them 
and reveal myself to them”). In contrast, the present 
passage expresses the descending love of God that was 
revealed in the Son. 

The unique revelation was already described in v. 9 as 
the sending of the Son, and its purpose as the life of 
human beings. The content of this revelation is now 
given a new concreteness: the Son is iXacrpos irep'i twv 
apapriav Tjpwv. The word iXacpos was already 
encountered in 2:2 as a synonym for the soteriological 
action of Jesus Christ. It is not found elsewhere in the 
NT. 66 Its meaning can frequently approach that of 
“atoning sacrifice.’ 67 In general, it refers to God’s act of 
forgiving. Accordingly, Jesus Christ is represented here 
not as a means or result of the divine forgiveness of sins. 
Instead, the sending of the Son, an action proceeding 
from the Father, is the act that creates reconciliation 
between God and humanity. 68 When Paul speaks of 
God’s reconciling action in Christ he uses the verb 
KaraWaaativ (2 Cor 5:19). The author of 1 John has 
clearly equated this reconciliation with the person of 
Jesus Christ. While in the conception of the Fourth 
Gospel the Revealer is identified with resurrection and 
life (John 11:25), here he is identical with God’s 
forgiveness. This kind of atoning event removes sins: 


with 4:7 (“everyone who loves,... knows God"): also 
2:21; 5:2. For what follows, see also Schnackenburg's 
excursus 10: “Love as the Nature of God." 

64 Pss 25:6; 40:12(11]; 51:3; 69:14(13], 17(16]; 86:5; 
Mic 7:18; Isa 54:7-8; Jer 31:3, and frequently. 

65 Ginza, book 15, parts 10-17. See Lidzbarski, Ginza, 
333, lines 31-32. 

66 But cf. i\atrn«r6ai in Luke 18:13; Heb 2:17; 
iXaarijpiov in Rom 3:25; Heb 9:5; IW in Matt 
16:22; Heb 8:12. 

67 Thus in the LXX: Ezek 44:7; cf. Num 5:8; 2 Macc 
3:33. 


68 Cf. Henri Clavier, “Notes sur un mot-clef du 

johannisme et de la soteriologie biblique: 'IAao-pos," 
j\ovT 10 (1968) 287-304. When iWpos occurs in 
2:2 in the context of the appearance of the Exalted 
One as “paraclete" for the community (2:1), the 
“atonement” is already applied to the whole world at 
that point. This corresponds to the conclusion drawn 
by our text in 4:14. Cf. also Friedrich Buchsel, 
“iAa<r M di," TDNT 3 (1965) 318 ("For John the 
Uatrpos is much more than a concept of Christian 
doctrine; it is the reality by which he lives"). 
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although irtpl is ordinarily translated “concerning” or 
“about” (1:1; 2:26-27; in combination with fiaprvpla: 

5:9), here it means much the same as vtrtp (“for”). 69 The 
plural apaprlai describes individual “sins” that are the 
object of atoning action. 70 In distinction from OT-Jewish 
or Greek-Hellenistic ideas, according to which human 
priests were to soothe God’s anger through sacrificial 


actions, the author emphasizes that it is not human action 
but only the deed of God in sending the Son that has 
effected atonement. Thus it is motivated by the love of 
God, which has become visible in the Son. 


69 Thus also in 2:2 and 3:16. Cf. BDR § 229 n. 4. While 
lirep is the usual expression (cf. Mark 14:24; Luke 
22:19-20; 1 Cor 1:13; 11:24; Gal 1:4; Acts 21:26; 1 
Tim 2:6, and frequently), the preposition ntpt 
(possibly influenced by the LXX) has the same 
meaning also in 1 John 2:2a; so also Brown, Epistles, 
519. Cf. Matt 26:28; Heb5:3; 1 Pet 3:18. 

70 Cf. 1 John 1:9; 2:2, 12; 3:15; thus also the singular 
iraaijs apaprias (1:7). 
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4 


Love of God and 

Love of the Brothers and Sisters 


Beloved, since God loved us so much, we 
also ought to love one another. 12/ No 
one has ever seen God; if we love one 
another. God lives in us, and [God's] love 
is perfected in us. 13/ By this we know 
that we abide in [God] and [God] in us. 
because [God] has given us of the Spirit. 

14/ And we have seen and do testify that 
the Father has sent the Son as the Savior 
of the world. 15/ God abides in those 
who confess that Jesus is the Son of 
God, and they abide in God. 16/ So we 
have known and believe the love that 
God has for us. God is love, and those 
who abide in love abide in God, and God 
abides in them. 


■ 11 For the last time (of six occurrences) the word 
ayaw7)T0t (“beloved”) appears at this point in 1 John. If 
one understands this address as a reference to v. 7, it 
seems appropriate to refer ovtios to all four of the 
preceding verses, 7— 10. 1 This does not, however, 
exclude the possibility of a close connection to v. 10. 
Thus it is in the sending of the Son to atone for sins that 
God’s love “for us” is manifest. The little word ovrtos 
occurs in 1 John only at 2:6 2 and here. While in the first 
occurrence it is connected with a comparative or 
foundational naOuss, it retains a qualitative sense. In the 
present instance one can ask whether it also has a 
qualitative meaning (“in this way”) 3 or whether it is 
meant to express intensity or effectiveness (“so much"). 4 
Both readings are possible and presuppose an interpreta¬ 
tion of the content of the love of God like that presented 
above. 

The indicative, whose object is the revelation of the 
love of God in the Christ-event, is followed by the 


imperative, to a great extent identical in its formulation 
with 3:16 (cf. also John 13:14). Thus the community is 
obligated to behave in accordance with God’s action; its 
being and acting must be analogous to the love of God. 
This kind of ethical obligation was already expressed in 
2:6 with the verb o<f>el\eiv. The obligation is a direct 
result of the experience of the love of God. This is 
evident from the added xat, which, in addition to its 
comparative meaning (“also”) 5 can have a causal and 
consequent sense (“for,” “therefore”). 6 The deliberate 
and emphatic insertion of the personal pronoun ^juelr 
(“we”) contrasts the action of God and that of human 
beings. Because human action is motivated by the 
indicative of the Christ-event, it is not subject to law. The 
“law,” once it has appeared, is instead the revelation of 
the love of God. This means freedom to do what is 
necessary, namely, to practice mutual love. The sequence 
aWijXovs ayairav (“to love one another”) appears only 
here in the Johannine writings. 7 The placement of 


1 Thus Wengst, Brief, 184; Brown, Epistles, 519. 

2 However, the tradition is text-critically uncertain; see 

the commentary on 1 John 2:6. 4 

3 Thus, for example, in Sophocles Phil. 104: oKrws <x« 

ti 8 «i>ov iexvos Spiros (“What makes him so much to 5 

be feared—his arrogant strength?’); Herodotus 4.28: 6 

outoi ptv Sr/ rota onrii pijvas tuareKeu \tipiov lav (“So 7 
it is ever winter for eight months’; 4.52: isiihoX yap is 

avrov spj'ji’jj tti sprt, ovtw n (ovcra irinp-q, Tj peyaOei 
071 IK pi] iovo-a npiva too u Yitaviv iovra -norapov iv 
oAiyoicn piyav (“for a spring issues into it which is so 
bitter that although its volume is small its admixture 


taints the Hypanis, one of the few great rivers of the 
world"). 

Thus John 3:16; 7:46; cf. Isa 54:10 LXX; 1 Macc 
3:60; Matt 9:33. 

1 John 2:6; cf. Rom 5:15, 18; 6 :11, and frequently. 
Cf. John 12:18; 15:8; Matt 5:15; Jas 4:7; BDF § 442. 
Cf. also Rom 13:8; 1 Pet 1:22; elsewhere aya-nav 
iUijAous: 1 John 3:11,23; 4:7, 12;2John 5; John 
13:34; 15:12, 17; 1 Thess 4:9; also Polycarp Phil. 
10.1; 2 Clem. 4.3; earlier in Plato Leg. 3.678; 
Epictetus Diss. 4.1.126. 
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aXXijXovs before the verb is evidently meant to under¬ 
score the mutuality of human beings and thus the 
Christian obligation to love; for mutual love is obviously 
nothing other than love for the sisters and brothers. Such 
love involves consideration and care, as these are now 
practiced among Christians in community and are to be 
practiced in future. 

■ 12 The general statement Btbv ovbe'is irwirorc TtOtarai 
(“no one has ever seen God”) is a piece of proverbial 
wisdom in harmony with the currents both of OT-Jewish 
and Hellenistic Greek tradition. 8 On the one hand, it is 
true that the OT cannot make a dispassionate statement 
about YHWH’s invisibility. Rather, this hiddenness from 
human eyes is attributed to YHWH’s own will (Exod 
33:20: “You cannot see my face; for no one shall see me 
and live”). But in exceptional situations this condition of 
hiddenness can be set aside. 9 On the human side, this 
corresponds to a fear of seeing YHWH (Gen 17:1-3; 
Exod 3:6; 1 Kgs 19:13). In Greek tradition, on the other 


hand, there is an ontological statement as early as Homer 
that invisibility is proper to the deity. 10 Here the 
adjective aoparos (“invisible”), unknown in the OT, is 
applied to the world of the gods. 11 Philo of Alexandria 
documents the union of Greek and Jewish thought when 
he asserts the invisibility of God. 12 Hence, the author is 
under the influence of the Hellenistic Greek imaginative 
world when he speaks of God’s invisibility. The use of 
the verb BeatrBat (“to see, behold”) is probably to be 
explained not only as alliteration 13 or as a play on the 
word Otov; 14 apparently OeaaBai has a spiritual, contem¬ 
plative tone, 15 while opav, despite its frequent use as a 
synonym in thejohannine writings, 16 often expresses a 
more realistic note. 17 If the author is really thinking 
again of the false prophets who threaten the truth of 
Christian teaching, he presupposes that they assert not 
only knowledge of God (cf. 4:7-8) but also a vision of 
God (cf. 4:20). 18 This presupposition could correspond 
to the opponents’ docetic ideas. However (even apart 


8 On the tradition behind this proverbial wisdom, cf. 
Rudolf Bultmann, “Untersuchungen zum Johannes- 
evangelium," ZNW 29 (1930) 169-92 (= Exegetica, 
174-92); Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon 
(Hermeneia; traps. William R. Poehlmann and 
Robert Karris; ed. Helmut Koester; Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1971)47-49. 

9 Gen 17:1-22: Abraham; Deut 34:10 (also Josephus 
Am. 3.5.3); Moses; Judg 6:22-23: Gideon; Judg 
13:21: Manoah. 

10 Homer Od. 16.161; 10.573;//. 20.131; Empedocles 
frg. 133; Wilhelm Michaelis, “opam, «rA.," TDNT 5 
(1967) 315-82, at 320-21. The Stoic tradition 
differs by asserting the knowability of God on the 
basis of the universe's regulation by laws; cf. Aristotle 
De mundo 6 (399b22-23): it is said of God. the 
perfect being, that iratrri Bvrjrfj (pvati ytvoptvos 
adfinptjTos an' airmv rmv (pymv Bempeirat (“Though 
he is invisible to every mortal thing, he is seen 
through all his deeds'). 

11 In the NT only in Rom l:20;Col 1:15-16; 1 Tim 
1:17; Heb 11:27; cf. John l:18;2C/em. 20.5; Diogn. 
7.2; Ignatius Pol. 3.2. 

12 Although Philo in some places appears to speak of 
seeing God, without restriction (Q. in Exod. 2.39-40; 
Leg. all. 2.81), in principle he presupposes that God is 
invisible; cf. Poster. C. 15: idciv Sri tarty (= God) 
aoparos (“that which is beyond matter and beyond 
sight"); Leg. alt. 3.103; Rer. div. her. 262; Vit. Mos. 

1.66; Spec. teg. 1.18, 20, and frequently elsewhere. 

Cf. also Carp. Herm. 11.22; 14.3. 

13 Thus Brown, Epistles, 520 (together with the other 


14 P. W. van der Horst, “A Wordplay in lJoh4:I2?” 
ZNW 63 (1972) 280-82 (suggesting that the 
etymological wordplay originates with Diogenes, in 
the 2d century bce; cf. Philodemus De musica 1.23; 
4.4-5). 

15 Thus also Carl-Heinz Peisker, “tftdo/tat," EDNT 2 
(1991) 136 (“intensive, thorough, lingering, 
astonished, reflective, comprehending observation"). 

16 In the view of Wilhelm Michaelis (“6pao>," TDNT 5 
[1967] 345), “throughout 1 Jn. tfcdopat is like 
impaxa"-, cf. 1 John 4:12 with John 1:14, 18, and 1 
John 4:14 with John 1:34. Jacob Kremer also 
(‘opam,’ EDNT 2 [1991] 527) emphasizes the 
synonymity of opaio and fiXeirm, Btmptm and Btaopat 
(with reference to the LXX). 

17 Cf. 1:1 in combination with rots oipBaXpoTs (see the 
commentary on 1 John 1:1); that there is a distinct 
tendency in the use of tenses (BeaaBai in the aorist, 
opav in the perfect and future) does not really explain 
the difference; cf. also the “exception" in 4:12, 14, 
where BcaaBai appears in perfect and future forms 
(Brown, Epistles, 162). 

18 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 217-18; Wengst, Brief, 
185 (“ecstatic vision of God"). Religio-historical 
parallels include Rev 4:1 -11; b. Hagiga 14b (four 
rabbis are transported to paradise); Apuleius 
Metamorphoses 11.23; Mithras Liturgy 6.9-20 (see 
Marvin W. Meyer, ed., The “Mithras Liturgy ” [SBL 
Texts and Translations 10; Missoula: Scholars Press, 
1976] 13); Poimandres (Corp. Herm. 1) 24-26. 
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from the possibility of such a confrontation) the readers 
of 1 John know that they are being addressed directly by 
“apostolic" authority, which has “seen” and “touched” the 
earthly reality of the “word of life" (1:1 -2). On the basis 
of this witness, the vision of God is promised to the 
community in the future (3:2: osfropeda, “we will see”). In 
expectation of the eschatological future the community 
can itself confess that it has seen and known God (cf. 3:6; 
3 John 11), just as it can assert, in anticipation, that it is 
free from sin. This confession cannot be detached from 
the assertion that God has appeared in Christ (1:2; 3:5, 8; 
4:9) and that the basis for the present vision of God is the 
divine revelation in Jesus Christ. 19 

Since God, as the invisible one, is unapproachable, 
escape into a direct vision of God is closed to the 
Christian community. The encounter with God that is 
promised to them takes place, instead, here and now in 
love for one another. The actualization of mutual love in 
relationships within the Christian community is given an 
exalted title. It is nothing other than God’s “abiding” 
(jiivfiv) in the community. 20 The enduring presence of 
God is described in the phrase ij dydirjj avrov iv vfiiv 
nnXeiuspivt] icrriv (“his love has been perfected in you”). 
Since the context speaks of the love of God for human 
beings (vv. 9-11, 19-21), it is clear that the disputed 
question of the meaning of avrov must be answered 
primarily in the sense of a subjective genitive. 21 As 
already said above, the sending of the Son reveals God as 
the subject of the agape that is bestowed on human 
beings (vv. 9-10). But it is also clear that wherever God 
abides, mutual human love is characterized by the loving 


presence of God. 22 The love of the brothers and sisters 
that is now and is to be practiced in the future by the 
Christian community is the love demanded by God, the 
love that is in accordance with God’s nature. The author 
wishes to say that in the love of the sisters and brothers 
achieved by human beings, God’s agape reaches its goal. 

It is not because human love is superior to divine love— 
for the indicative of the event of the love of God in Jesus 
Christ precedes all human reality (cf. vv. 10-11 and v. 

19)—but because the love of God for human beings 
intends, by its very nature, to actualize itself in the 
Christian community in the form of mutual love of 
human beings for one another. 

■ 13 The assurance that, through mutual love, God 
personally dwells in Christians and that God’s love is 
perfected in brotherly and sisterly service (v. 12) has a 
pneumatic aspect; for the community knows that it 
possesses the Spirit, who has been given them through 
the xpicrpa (“anointing”). 23 Thus this verse is not merely 
“an addition ad vocem /ic'itcut" 24 but a proper continuation 
of the train of thought. The iv rovrw construction with 
the double on following gives it a succinct structure. 
Both of the on clauses refer to iv rovra and relate back 
to the governing verb yuwKO/iej'. 25 The first, explan¬ 
atory on clarifies the content of our knowledge (“that"). 
Thus abiding in community with God, that is, belonging 


19 Cf. 4:14. That such a vision of God is scarcely to be 
interpreted as ecstatic is clear from the parallels in 
the Fourth Gospel, where Jesus the Revealer’s vision 
of God is not ecstatic, either. The contrast with not 
seeing God (cf. 1 John 4:20) is found three times in 
the Fourth Gospel, always governed by the 
christological premise that the Son of God has seen 
the Father (eapastv: 1:18; 5:37; 6:46). The author of 
the Gospel, unlike the author of 1 John, does not 
orient the “fusion of horizons" of the “historical 
reality of life” and the “perfection of salvation’ that is 
manifest in “seeing" ecdesiologically, but christolog- 
ically (14:9: “Whoever has seen me has seen the 
Father"). Cf. Ferdinand Hahn, “Sehen und Glauben 
im Johannesevangelium," in Hans Baltensweiler and 
Bo Reicke, eds., Neues Testament und Geschichle: 
Historisches Geschehen und Deutung im Neuen Testament: 


Oscar Cullmann zum 70, Geburtslag (Zurich: 
Theologischer Verlag; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 
1972) 125-41 (esp. 140). 

20 Cf. 2:14, 24. 27; 3:9, 17, 24, and frequently. 

21 Thus Bultmann, Epistles, 68; Wengst, Brief, 185; 
Brown, Epistles, 521. Dodd differs ( Epistles, 113), 
seeing here an objective genitive. 

22 For this reason, Schnackenburg opts here for a 
qualitative genitive ( Epistles, 218; on this, see BDF 
§165). 

23 Cf. 3:24; 2:20, 27 (see the commentary on those 
verses). 

24 Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen Briefe, 129. 

25 For this type of construction, see also 2:3 and 2:5. 
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to God, 26 which is actualized in mutual love (v. 12), is the 
object of knowledge. The sense of the second on clause is 
not epexegetical 27 but causal. 28 As we saw already at 
3:24, so here the truevpa (“Spirit”) is the true basis for 
Christian knowledge. Even if this formulation stems 
from “the church catechism,” 29 for the author it also 
means that believers live in the realm of the Spirit who 
proceeds from God and who determines their very 
being, hence also their knowing. This kind of “knowing” 
(•yivaxTKeiv) cannot be separated from “believing,” 
“acknowledging,” and “realizing,” for it is the eschatolog¬ 
ical reality in which and from which Christians know 
themselves to be abidingly united with God and acting 
toward their sisters and brothers as persons who love 
must act. Thus it is significant that (differently from 
3:24) the Spirit as such is not the gift, but instead that 
SfdwKtv Tiniv (“he has given us”) is combined with tic 
midparoi (“of his spirit”). Accordingly, it is not the Spirit 
in its fullness that is the object touched by the action of 
“giving.” 30 The Spirit is not exhausted in the gift that is 
the foundation of believers’ knowledge. The spirit of 
right knowledge is, instead, an aspect of the spirit of 
truth who speaks through the one who testifies 31 and 
bears witness for the “children of God” (cf. Rom 8:16). 

■ 14 Even if the author rejects the idea of a direct vision of 
God and ties knowledge of God as tightly as possible to 
the actualization of love for the sisters and brothers, he 


can still say that “we have seen.” TtBeapeda has, as was 
evident earlier, 32 a tendency toward a contemplative, 
spiritual vision in contrast to the realistic seeing that the 
author claims for himself as an apostolic witness (1:1-2). 
This “seeing of faith” 33 issues in a proclamatory witness. 
That the Spirit speaks through the proclaimer and 
witness 34 is presumed in the wake of v. 13. The content 
of the testimony is stated in the epexegetical Sti clause: 
on o TtaTT)p anfo-TaXKfv tov vi'ov trtorijpa tov xocrpov. The 
traditional formula of mission 35 designates the “Son of 
God” as “Savior of the world.” The noun amrijp , which 
appears fourteen times in the NT, is attested in the 
Johannine writings only here and at John 4:42. 36 That 
the purpose of the Son’s mission is the salvation of the 
world (cf. John 3:16-17; 1 John 4:9, 17) may be an early 
conviction of the Johannine school. It is possible, but 
cannot be proved, that the author employs this terminol¬ 
ogy in a polemic contest with the docetic opponents. 37 
The title trwTtjp is, however, widely attested in the 
religious-historical environment. It has parallels in 
Hellenistic worship of heroes and in the Roman cult of 
the emperor, 38 as well as in the worship of healing gods 
in the late Hellenistic period. 39 It is found in the LXX as 
a divine title, 40 and it appears in the Lukan language of 
the NT, under the influence of the Greek Bible (Luke 
1:47; cf. Hab 3:18). In this context, the salvation of the 
world is not explained in detail. It is clear, however, that. 


26 Eduard Schweizer differs (“irwS/ia." TDNT 6 [ 1968] 
448). According to him, one should think of “the 
abiding of Christ in believers” (similarly at 3:24); but 
in the present passage the emphasis clearly lies on 
flcos (v. 12), and this cannot be excluded in 3:24, 
either. 

27 Against Brown, Epistles, 521. 

28 In this sense also Bultmann, Epistles, 70 (with 
reference to 3:24, where the clause « roS irveiparos 
oC Tiiilv ebaitfv states the basis for the same knowl¬ 
edge, namely, that “God abides in us"). 

29 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 219. 

30 BDF §169 (2). 

31 1 John 5:6-7; cf. 4:2, 6. 

32 See above, at v. 12. 

33 Bultmann, Epistles, 71. 

34 Cf. also John 15:26. 

35 On this, see above at v. 9. 

36 By way of comparison, <rufcu> is not in the Johannine 
Letters, but appears 6 times in the Fourth Gospel; 
(rmTTjpia is only at John 4:22. 

37 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 220: In 1 John 4:14 “the 


emphasis lies on the fact of the world’s redemption. 
This is because the gnostics thought they had no 
need of salvation by the blood of Jesus." 

38 According to Pausanius 1.8.6 Ptolemy I (383-285 
bce) was called “savior" by the grateful people of 
Rhodes. Cf. also Phylarchos of Athens, Historiae ... 
6.66 (255A): at their feasts, the Athenians of Lemnos 
called the third cup “Seleucos savior” instead of “Zeus 
savior." Even Philip of Macedon is supposed to have 
been honored as ipihos, «u«pycrt)t, and e-urjjp 
(Demosthenes Orations 18.43). Among the Ptolemies, 
6(0 s atorijp was part of the official name of the king. 
See the additional texts cited by Werner Foerster, 
Vurijp," TDNT 7 (1971) 1009-10. Examples of the 
use of the title tnttrtjp in Roman emperor worship are 
found in Philo Flacc. 74 (Augustus), Josephus Bell. 
3.459 (Vespasian), and frequently elsewhere. Cf. 
Bousset, Kyrios Christos, 310-17 (although, according 
to the witnesses adduced by Bousset himself, it is too 
narrow a reading of the present text to call it “a title 
which in particular is explained, both as to content 
and as to form, in terms of the Caesar cult"). 


158 



V. The Love of God Obliges Us 


1 John 4:7—5:4a 


in the author’s conception and in harmony with his 
tradition, the sending of the Son means liberation from 
sin (cf. 2:2), brings human beings salvation from the 
nothingness of the world (2:15) and from death (3:14; cf. 
John 5:24), and gives them the gift of life (1 John 1:1-2; 

3:14; 5:11 -12; cf. John 1:4; 3:15-16, 36; 4:14, and 
frequently). Hence, the Son of God is the foundation and 
source not only of life but also of agape, which is revealed 
in him and is the model of love for others (1 John 3:16). 

■ 15 The salvation of the world, which Jesus Christ brings, 
is inseparable from his person. When believers—in 
contrast to the docetic opponents 41 —confess that Jesus 
is the Son of God, salvation happens for them. This 
confession, however, is more than a simple theoretical 
declaration. It is the existential act of turning toward the 
Son of God and the acceptance of the eschatological gift 
that he has made possible. In this sense opoXoyeiv is used 
also in 2:23 (“everyone who confesses the Son has the 
Father also”), just as, in turn, the confession of sins 


implies acknowledgment of one’s own guilt, and trust in 
forgiveness (1:9). Therefore os i'av bpoXo-yijan should be 
understood as an aorist subjunctive used in a conditional 
relative clause and expressing the moment of confession, 
its taking place at a particular point in time. 42 The 
confession addresses the fact that ’ Ir/o-oCs 43 is the Son of 
God. Jesus’ being Son of God also incorporates his 
mission as the one sent to save the world (cf. v. 14). 
Believers’ confession of this saving deed has as its 
consequence 44 that 6 dt'os ev avra> peve i xa'i avrot ev tw 
dev. The reciprocity of God’s abiding in believers and 
believers in God does not refer to any mystical indwell¬ 
ing. What is expressed is a close, personal relationship 
between believers and God. 45 That community with God 
cannot be perfected without the actualization of agape 
follows from what has been said previously and will be 
treated immediately in the next verse. 46 


39 Thus as early as the second century bce Asdepius was 
called trioriip rS >v oAwv (Aristides Orations 42.521; 
Wilhelm Dittenberger, Orientis grata inscriptiones 
selectae[ 1903-5, reprinted Hildesheim: Olms, 1960, 

2 vols.) 332.9, 1.514); his cult is contrasted by Celsus, 
the opponent of the Christians, to the Christian 
church’s worship of the savior Jesus Christ (Origen C. 
Cels. 3.3). The mystery deities Isis and Sarapis were 
also honored with this title; cf. the references in 
Bousset, Kyrios Christos. 312; BAGD 800-801, with 
additional literature. 

40 Judg 3:9, 15; 1 Sam 10:19; Isa 12:2; 17:10; 45:15. 
21; Ps 24:5; 26:1; 61:3, 7; Wis 16:7; 1 Macc 4:30. 
Behind each of these is the Hebrew root P®'; cf. 
biicbxl, Johannesbriefe, 72; Georg Fohrer, Vo trijp in 
the Old Testament," TDNT 7 (1971) 1012-13. 

41 Cf. the excursus above, "The False Teachers in 1 
John." 

42 The present subjunctive (Codex A pc), by contrast, 
emphasizes the endurance of the confession, while 
the future indicative without ai> (<P) yields no 
materially different reading (BDF § 380 [2]). The 
vacillation between car and av in the manuscripts is 
of no practical importance; cf. BDF §107. 

43 This is the correct reading; the addition of Xpurros 
(B vg m ‘) is secondary, although appropriate in the 
context. The full title is also found in 4:2 (differently 
from 4:3 and 5:5: "Jesus”). When 5:1 says, corres¬ 
ponding to this, that Jesus is the Christ, it under¬ 
scores that the name and title belong together. The 
question that one may raise is whether this presumes 
an opposing position that distinguished between 


“Jesus" and “Christ.” 

44 Since v. 15a is a conditional relative clause, the 
dependent and independent clauses are related to 
one another as condition and consequence (cf. BDF § 
380), without requiring that this ordering be 
explicated schematically. Obviously, “confessing" is 
not the only condition for “abiding," and it is not 
impossible that the reverse is true: that “abiding" 
leads to “confessing." However, there is no reason to 
reduce the confession to a mere “sign" (Weiss, Briefe, 

127: “For that very reason this adherence to the 
confession becomes ... a sign of the fact that God 
abides in the one confessing"), because the author 
intends to describe not merely a theoretical but an 
eschatological and ontological connection: where 
there is true confession, there also is genuine 
community with God. 

45 Cf. above at 3:24; 4:13; also below at 4:16b. It is 
irrelevant that in this text God’s abiding is mentioned 
first, while in 3:24; 4:13, 16 the believers' abiding 
comes first. So also Brown, Epistles. 524: “The 
reversed order here suggests that there is no set 
priority." 

46 The relationship of the verses to one another is a 
matter of dispute. According to Marshall ( Epistles, 

221), v. 16 is parallel to v. 14, because in v. 16 
“another basic Christian conviction" is expressed. 
This is not without foundation, since reflcapcflo is 
taken up and interpreted by fyviixo/ifv, and 
paprvpovpev by nciri<rrfirapfv. whereby a connection 
is established between the level of the author, as 
apostolic witness, and that of the community he is 
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■ 16 The perfect construction iyvditcapev xat mmr- 
Tcur.ap.ev 41 appears in a similar form, though in reverse 
order, in the Fourth Gospel, when Simon Peter, 
representing the disciples, says: “We have come to 
believe and know that you are the Holy One of God” 
(John 6:69). This is almost a hendiadys, in which one 
expression complements the other in order to clarify the 
believing knowledge that at the same time is an 
actualizing acknowledgment on the part of believers. 
Here, differently from the Gospel, the words are not 
applied to the relationship between the disciples and the 
Revealer, but to the community- and Christ-event. The 
community has accepted in faith the content of their 
confession of Christ: the salvation of the universe by the 
Son of God (vv. 14-15), that is, the forgiveness of sins (v. 
10). In this, God’s agape has been revealed; in this event 
it has “preceded” human beings (v. 19). But it did not 
happen “in and for itself,” but “in us” (iv fipiv). In what 
went before, the text spoke of the spatial presence of 


God “in us” and the abiding of believers “in God” (v. 13; 
cf. 3:24), which suggests a local meaning here as well. 
One might think of the combination of the verb i'\(tv 
with iv in 3:15 and 5:10, where the literal translation 
“in” should be preferred;' 18 but there the subject of t'xtii' 
is in both cases identical with the personal pronoun, 
while here dtos (“God”) and lately (“we”) are clearly 
distinct. Moreover, since there is no genuine parallel to 
4:9, 49 in this verse iv should be translated in a dative 
sense as “for” or “toward.” 50 This accords with the 
indicative description of the event of salvation. In Christ, 
God’s love for human beings has become real (2:2; 4:14). 
Thus it was accepted, in faith, by the community, and 
thus it is made real through faith. 

This experience motivates the repetition of the 
statement that 6 dtos aya-ni] ccrri'v. 51 Even though this is a 
literal replication of v. 8b, the context is different. The 
idea that God’s nature can be described with the word 
ayaiTT) is here not an object of christological but of 


addressing. However, v. 15 is not an insertion; it 
gives a concrete statement of the confession already 
expressed in v. 14b. Consequently, for the immediate 
explanation of v. 16 one need not look far beyond vv. 
14-15. Schnackenburg differs (Epistles, 221), writing 
of v. 16a that it “deliberately harks back to v. 11 and 
perhaps to vv. 9-10.” 

47 The reading of Codex A and others has narrevopev, 
apparently a secondary accommodation to 
paprvpoiptv (v. 14). Smalley (1. 2, 3John, 234) 
emphasizes that “the perfect tense in itself contains a 
‘continuous’ and thus present reference.” Marshall 
(Epistles, 221 n. 9) writes similarly of cyvwxapci/, 
“Perfect tense: We have come to know and still 

accusative (of the thing; cf. John 11:26; 1 Cor 13:7; 
BAGD 660: “be convinced") is rare; it is explained by 
the preceding iyvarapev, the combination of 
“believing" and “knowing” is peculiar to Johannine 
language: whereas in the Fourth Gospel » erreieiv 
precedes ytvdnrretv (6:69; 8:31-32; 10:38), thus 
designating “belief” as the first movement toward the 
Revealer, the reverse order (as in the present case) 
also occurs (17:8; cf. 16:30), so that merrebeiv 
(corresponding to the position of paprvptXv in v. 14) 
appears to describe the consequence of yivtotrretv. In 
any case it is clear from the ordering that not only is 
“knowing" a constitutive element of “believing” (thus 
Bultmann, “irnrrtwu." TDNT 6 [1968) 226-27; 
Gerhard Barth, EDNT 3 [1993] 96), but “believing” 
is also a structural element of “knowing" in 
Johannine understanding. (On the relationship of 


48 Thus Edward Malatesta, “Tijv ayaTnjv fjv eye i 6 8 e'os 
iv fiiilv: A Note on 1 John 4:16a," in William C. 
Weinreich, ed ..The New Testament Age: Essays in 
Honor of Bo Reicke (2 vols.; Macon: Mercer University 
Press, 1984) 2.301-11, at 306; also Buchsel, 
Johannesbriefe, 72; Brown, Epistles, 525-26. 

49 Cf. iv rpitv (4:9) in a spatial context (“among us"); 
possibly also at 2:5 and 3:17. 

50 The particle iv instead of the dative is found also in 
Gal 1:16; Luke 2:14; Acts 4:12, and frequently; cf. 
BAGD 261. Thus also Wengst, Brief 190; 
Schnackenburg, Epistles. 221 n. 75; similarly Dodd, 
Epistles, 116 (“the love God has for us"); Bonnard, Les 
epitres johanniques, 98. 

51 Some exegetes begin a new paragraph with v. 16b 
(thus Nestle-Aland 26 ; Brooke Foss Westcott, The 
Epistles of St. John [2d ed.; London: Macmillan, 1886; 
new ed. with introduction by Frederick F. Bruce; 
Abingdon: Marcham Manor; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1966] 156; Brooke, Epistles. 122; 
Windisch and Preisker, Die Katkolischen Briefs, 130); 
contrast C. Haas, M. de Jonge, and J. L. Swellen- 
grebel, A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of John 
(HeTr 13; London: United Bible Societies, 1972) 

111: the repetition of the formula about “abiding” 
unites v. 16b with vv. 13 and 15. It would be more 
accurate to posit a caesura between vv. 16 and 17. 
However, it will appear that the subsequent 
development is materially connected and consistent 
with what went before. 
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ecclesiological reflection. The Christian community 
knows through faith that, in the Christ-event, God has 
expressed love for it; for only in this context can it be 
said that God is love, precisely because God is experi¬ 
enced in Christ as one who loves. Moreover, the love of 
God is the foundation of believers’ community with God. 
This is expressed, as it was already in 3:24 and 4:13, 15, 
in a “joyful alternation" (Luther). The twofold teat 
produces a consequent meaning: if God’s nature can now 
be expressed in the word agape, it is true that everyone 
who really practices such love also has communion with 
God. 52 In turn, this last, namely, abiding in God, implies 
the consequence that God dwells in the loving person. 
The absolute use of ayain; 55 indicates that the author is 
speaking of love in an unlimited sense. He is thinking not 
only of God’s love for human beings or that of humans 
for God but also of the love of human beings for one 
another. In the context of 1 John this means love of the 
sisters and brothers. None of the three modes of 


appearance of agape can be isolated from the others, 
although the starting point remains that God is love. 54 
This fusion of the three manifestations of agape makes 
impossible: (1) any objectifying reflection centered on 
God’s aseity, that is, God’s love as existing in and for 
itself; (2) any anthropocentric explanation of agape that 
would separate the love that is to be shown to one’s 
brothers and sisters from the love of God that precedes it 
(cf. 4:10, 19); (3) any mystical interpretation that 
solipsistically limits love to the relationship between God 
and the self, which would exclude the fulfillment of the 
commandment of love for others. 55 


52 The omission of the second fttvti in Codex A, some 
minuscules, Old Latin manuscripts, and the Vulgate 
is probably a smoothing intended to avoid the 
repetition of the verb. It is also possible that the 
scribe was accommodating to vv. 13b and 15b, where 
the verb appears only once (thus Brown, Epistles, 

526). For the consequent sense of mi cf. BDF § 442 
(2). Dodd ( Epistles . 118) warns against a falsely 
sentimental interpretation: “It does not mean that 
anyone who feels for another person any sort of 
liking, affection or passion, which we loosely include 
under the term 'love,’ is ipso facto in union with God." 

53 On this, see above at 4:7-10. 


54 Cf. also Stott, Epistles, 168; Marshall, Epistles, 221- 
22. 

55 Dodd ( Epistles, 117) illustrates the fusion of the three 
manifestations of agape with the image of a triangle 
“whose points are God, self and neighbour.” 
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17 Love has been perfected among us in this: 

that we may have boldness on the day of 
judgment, because as he is, [so] are we 
in this world. 18/ There is no fear in love, 
but perfect love casts out fear: for fear 
has to do with punishment, and whoever 
fears has not reached perfection in love. 

19/ We love because [God] first loved us. 
20/ Those who say. "I love God," and 
hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for 
those who do not love a brother or sister 
whom they have seen, cannot love God 
whom they have not seen. 21 / The 
commandment we have from [God] is 
this: those who love God must love their 
brothers and sisters also. 


■ 17 The theme of agape does not recede into the 
background in what follows, even though the appearance 
of iv tovtio indicates a new beginning, in which the 
historical aspect will be addressed anew. This demonstra¬ 
tive is a stylistic feature of this author; its reference is 
disputed. 1 It is often connected with the iva clause that 
follows it. 2 This would mean that the perfection of love 
consists in our having boldness in the future, and that in 
turn would correspond to the Johannine assertion that 
abiding in love describes an incomplete condition. The 
combination of a demonstrative with a following lira 


clause is found elsewhere in 1 John; 3 moreover, a 
resumption with on is also frequently attested. 4 How¬ 
ever, this interpretation leaves us with the difficulty that 
the perfection of love refers to something that has not 
yet occurred. 5 It is consistent with this position to suspect 
here again that the future-eschatological perspective 
represents “an addition by the ecclesiastical redactor.” 6 
One may more correctly refer iv tovtw to the preceding 
verse. 7 That in the Johannine writings the demonstrative 
can be linked not only with what follows but also with 
what precedes it is shown by John 16:30; 1 John 2:5; 


1 Brown ( Epistles, 526-27) summarizes the discussion. 
According to him, one may distinguish three 
possibilities: (1) «> roirta is explained by the following 6 
Vim clause; (2) tv rovru is explained by the on clause 7 
in v. 17c (this, however, would make v. 17b 
parenthetical, which would be a harsh and even 
“unnatural” construction; cf. also Westcott, Epistles, 

157. Brown writes: “If the author meant to say this, 
he should have reversed the order of 17b and 17c’); 

(3) iv rovr<j> takes up what has been said in v. I6d. In 
what follows, I will defend this third interpretation. 

2 Bultmann, Epistles, 72; thus also Brooke, Epistles, 

123-24; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 222; Schneider, 
“Briefe," 177-78; Friedrich Hauck, Die Kirchenbrie/e: 

Die Briefe des Jakobus, Petrus, Judas und Johannes (NTD 
10; 8th ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 

1957) 141. 

3 1:4; 3:8,11,23; 4:21; 5:3; cf. 2 John 6, and 
frequently. 

4 1:5; 3:16; 4:9-10, IS; 5:9, 11,14. 

5 Thus correctly Brown, Epistles, 526 (“Love has 


reached perfection in something that has not yet 
happened’). 

Bultmann, Epistles, 72. 

Thus also Neil Alexander, The Epistles of John (TBC; 
London: SCM, 1962) 111-12; Alfred Plummer, The 
Epistles of St. John (CBSC; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1889) 105; Westcott, Epistles, 157; 
Brown, Epistles, 527; Marshall, Epistles, 223 (with 
reference to 2:5); Weiss, Briefe, 129 (with reference 
to 2:5; 3:10, 19); Vellanickal, Divine Sonship, 347: 
“The phrase ‘tv rovrm' refers to the preceding 
affirmation of communion with God.’ He refers to 
John 15:8. On«i/rovri)i see also above at 1 John 3:10 
and 3:19. 


162 





V. The Love of God Obliges Us 


1 John 4:7—5:4a 


3:19. What is meant is that the perfection of love is 
achieved when the exchange between the divine and 
human lovers takes place. Only in the interpenetration of 
the loving divine and human existence is love itself 
perfected (cf. v. 12). 

The verb reheiavv (“to perfect") appears in 1 John only 
in the passive voice. 8 It includes the idea of wholeness 
and undividedness, but without losing its concrete 
reference. 9 Hence the subject ayairij, as well, is not 
limited to the spiritual; it is provided with a concrete 
goal. It is a question of the love of God in the community 
Tjiiihv) that must be realized here and now as “mutual 

The actualization of Christian agape includes the 
certainty of having “boldness in the day of judgment” 

(1W •napp-qoia.v e\topev ev rrj r/pepa rrjs xpiVetus). No matter 
how much the love of God and of human beings abounds 
in the community (as was also made clear in v. 12), it 
needs a future-eschatological goal. It contains within 


itself an intention (iva) that points to an event that has 
not yet happened. Here, as elsewhere in Hellenistic 
Greek, no exact distinction is drawn between intention 
and consequence, particularly when an outcome is 
implied that is thus far only imagined. 11 The apocalyptic 
background of the Johannine school tradition is evident 
in the tension that characterizes the orientation of 
Christian agape to both the present and the future. 
Behind the word napp-qcria is a future eschatological 
sense. 12 This future aspect is also familiar to Hellenistic 
Jewish wisdom literature: “Then [at the final judgment] 
the righteous will stand with great confidence (ev 
itappT)<rla iroWjj) in the presence of those who have 
oppressed them" (Wis 5:1). By contrast, the older 
proverbial literature testifies that the godless are marked 
by their lack of nappijola (Prov 13:5; 20:9; cf. T. Reub. 
4.2-3). This situation corresponds to 1 John 2:28, 
according to which the righteous (unlike sinners) need 
not be ashamed on the day of judgment. 13 In this verse, 


Neutestamentliche Grammatik, 191-92; Zerwick, 
Biblical Grttk nos. 406-15. Ethelbert Stauffer (“iva,” 
TDNT3 [1965] 323-33) explains that Pauline and 
non-Pauline final clauses can speak not only of the 
“purpose of the divine work of salvation," but also of the 
“goals which God has set for human action” (p. 332). 
Certainly, in the Koine iva can “take on consecutive 
and even causal significance,” but it is said that in the 
NT this shift of meaning is “less common, and it is of 
no theological importance” (p. 323). In contrast, 
Peter Lampe (“iva,- EDNT 2 [ 1991 ] 189-90) 
emphasizes that frequently, in Johannine usage, a 
consecutive or imperative understanding of iva is 
possible as an alternative to a “final” interpretation. 
Balz (“Johannesbriefe," 200) sees the “point” of the 
statement in 4:17 in the idea “that believers already 
know the heavenly Lord and Judge before the 
parousia." This is said to make the thought of 
judgment still more intense; for the church's 
“historical reality in conflict with the unholy world 
calls for the complete, final revelation of God, in 
which the division between good and evil, now 
already present, will be brought to its ultimate 
realization.” 

12 So also in 2:28; differently in 3:21 and 5:14 (q.v.). 

13 On this, see Schlier, ‘nappipria’ 876-79; 7rappt)iria 
appears frequently in / Enoch in eschatological 
contexts: 62.10, 15; 63.1-12; 69.26, and often; cf. 
also 4 Ezra 7.87; 1 Enoch 62.3-5 (sinners must feel 
shame on the day of judgment). 


8 Cf. 2:5; 4:12, 17-18; also John 17:23; 19:28; the 
active in the Fourth Gospel always has the accusative 
object ro cpyov (John 4:34; 5:36; 17:4 in the sense or 
“finish." Hans Hiibner differs {EDNT 3 [1993] 344), 
preferring to translate the active voice in the Fourth 
Gospel with “carry out,” so as to distinguish it, as does 
Bultmann (John , 194 n. 3), from “bringing something 
to a finish which has already been begun.” Cf. also 
Gerhard Delling, “reAciooi.” TDNT 8 (1972) 81-82. 

9 Hiibner (EDNT 3 [ 1993] 345) emphasizes that in all 
four passages in which rthuiia appears in 1 John, it 
stands in the context of agape. On this, see also 
Delling, “rfAcioa,” 81-82. The verb rcAciow is said to 
describe, in the perfect passive form used in 1 John, 
“the completeness or perfection of the love of God or 
of the Christian in love.” He indicates that the choice 
of the verbal form instead of the adjective empha¬ 
sizes that it is only "in brotherly love, in obedience 

. .. [that] the love of God achieve[s] totality in the 
lives of Christians.” On this, cf. Georg Strecker, The 
Sermon on the Mount: An Exegetical Commentary (trans. 
O. C. Dean, Jr.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1988) 92-97 
(on Matt 5:48): “In spite of the absolute divine claim, 
perfection does not stand in opposition to the 
concrete demand. It is also not a human super- 
achievement that stands at the pinnacle of an ethical 
scale of values; it is rather the human realization of 
the totality of Jesus’ instructions and hence identical 
with the demanded ‘righteousness’ (5:20)." 

10 1 John 3:11,23; 4:7, 12; cf. 2 John 5. 

11 On the “mixture of intention and consequence’ in 
the NT use of Iva, cf. BDR § 391 (10); Radermacher, 
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■nappiftrla means freedom from fear. There is an 
important apocalyptic parallel in 4 Ezra 7.98-101: “The 
seventh [joy of the righteous, ... is that] they shall 
rejoice with boldness, and shall be confident without 
confusion, and shall be glad without fear." 14 Those who 
have this freedom will not be ashamed before the coming 
judge of the world; nor need they fear punishment; “for 
Trappi)<rla. is simply a reflection of the fulness of the love 
of God for us in which we abide. Abiding in the love of 
God, which knows no fear because it keeps the com¬ 
mandments, is brought to light in the future judgment in 
the fact that we have access and openness, i.e., parrhesia, 
to God.” 15 

The expression 17/ic'pa rijt rpta-uat (“day of judgment”), 
found only at this point in the Johannine writings, is still 
more strongly marked by apocalypticism. 16 While its 
background is the OT idea of the “day of YHWH” (Joel 
3:4 LXX; cf. Acts 2:20), it was interpreted in Jewish 
apocalyptic as the great day of judgment: this is the day 


of the revelation of wrath and of judgment on sinners. 17 
Corresponding to this in early Christian literature is the 
expectation of the end, connected with the idea of the 
coming of Christ for judgment. 18 The expression “the 
day of judgment” appears with especial frequency in this 
sense, with reference to Christ. 19 Instructive for the 
development of the Johannine tradition is the compar¬ 
ison between Matt 10:15 (“day of judgment") and the 
parallel in Luke 10:12 (“on that day”). Like Luke (and 
Matthew), the Fourth Gospel presupposes the older 
Christian apocalyptic tradition of the “last day” as the day 
of resurrection and judgment and, in spite of the 
strongest kind of emphasis on a present eschatological 
perspective, allows it to show through in a great variety 
of expressions. 20 For the author of 1 John there can be 
no doubt that the traditional idea of a future judgment 
applies also to him and his community. 21 It is true that 
this community has been drawn into the perfection of 
love that is happening here and now. 22 The realization 


14 NRSV; cf. Schlier, ■■napp W la.~ 879. 

15 Ibid., 882. 

16 The reading aya-njj in place of q/icpa, attested by K 
pc, is probably traceable to a displacement (cf. v. 17a: 
ayami). 

17 Cf. / Enoch 10.12: “When all their sons kill each 
other, and when they see the destruction of their 
beloved ones, (then) bind them for seventy 
generations under the hills of the earth until the day 

the judgement which is for all eternity is accom¬ 
plished." (According to Siegbert Uhlig, Das 
Athiopische Henochbuch [JSHRZ 5/6; Gutersloh: 

Mohn, 1983] 551, “day of the [great] judgement’ is 
“an expression found in almost every part of 1 
Enoch’: 10.6; 19.1:22.4, 13; 45.6; 94.9; 96.8; 97.3; 
98.8, 10; 99.15; 100.4; 104.5, and elsewhere.) The 
idea appears frequently in other parts of Jewish 
apocalyptic literature, e.g., 4 Ezra 7.113-14: “But 
the day of judgment will be the end of this age and 
the beginning of the immortal age to come, in which 
corruption has passed away, sinful indulgence has 
come to an end, unbelief has been cut ofT, and 
righteousness has increased and truth has appeared." 
Cf. also Ps. Sol. 15.12; Wis 3:13-18; Jub. 5.10; 24.30. 
According to Wilhelm Bousset and Hugo Gressmann 
(Die Religion desjudentums in spdthellenistischen 
Zeitalter [HNT 21; 4th ed.; Tubingen: Mohr 
[Siebeck], 1966] 257), the formulas “the great 
judgment" and “the last day’ are of central 
importance in Jewish apocalyptic; they stem from the 
idea of a judgment on Israel’s enemies by the “heroic 


captain, YHWH, fighting with the sword," and are 
spiritualized into the notion of a genuine act of 
judgment, when God will sit on the throne with the 
books of judgment open before him and surrounded 
by his court (as in Dan 7:9-12). See further 
references in ibid., 257 nn. 1 and 3. 

18 The influence of Jewish apocalyptic is especially 
noticeable in the concepts of “the day of God’ (2 Pet 
3:12; Rev 16:14) and “the day of the Lord” (Acts 
2:20; 2 Pet 3:10). Even Paul makes no distinction in 
meaning among “the day of [Jesus] Christ" (Phil 1:6, 
10; 2:16), “the day of the Lord"(l Thess 5:2; 1 Cor 
5:5; cf. 2 Cor 1:14: “the day of our Lord Jesus”), and 
“the day" (1 Thess 5:4; 1 Cor 3:13). However little it 
may be disputed that the different terminology 
reveals a variety of influences from OT and Jewish 
contexts, in early Christian literature “the day of the 
manifestation of the glory of Christ is very closely 
linked with the day of world judgment" (Gerhard 
Delling, ‘•qpepa,’ TDNT 2 [1964] 952). 

19 Thus Matt 10:15; 11:22,24; 13:36-43 (cf. 12:40-41 
par.; Luke 11:31-32); 2 Pet 2:9; 3:7; Barn. 19.10; 

21:6; 2 Clem. 16.3 (cf. also Jude 6; 2 Clem. 17.6). 

With reference to this, cf. 2 Esdr 13:52: “Just as no 
one can explore or know what is in the depths of the 
sea, so no one on earth can see my Son or those who 
are with him, except in the time of his day.” See also 
1 Enoch 61.9. 

20 Cf. “on the last day,"John 6:39-40; 11:24; 12:48; 
“my day,” John 8:56; “on that day," John 14:20; 
16:23, 26; as well as the “authority of the Son of Man 
to execute judgment,"John 5:27-29. 
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of such love among Christians is sufficient reason for 
certainty that on the day of judgment the Christian 
congregation, as a community of those who love, will 
have confidence, that is, that they will be able to stand 
firm before the judge of the world. 23 

The on clause refers back to v. 17a and gives its 
foundation: the reason why love is perfected among us is 
that we, “like him,” are in the world. The existence of the 
community in the world is an existence in agape. What is 
the referent of the comparative (and at the same time 
explanatory) clause: it a6ais cxctvds ea-riv (“as he is”)? 

According to the grammatical sequence, it would be 
speaking of God as <k<u»os; then the subject would 
remain the same from v. 16 through v. 17 to v. 19 
(“[God] first loved us”). This would also agree with the 
content of the preceding statement, namely, that God's 
existence is characterized by agape (vv. 8, 16). Neverthe¬ 
less, commentators, with scarcely an exception, refer this 
demonstrative pronoun to Christ. This is suggested by 

21 Against Bultmann, Epistles, 72, according to whom iv 24 See above at 3:3. The demonstrative pronoun c’kcTvos 

rij rjpipa rijs rplaetos is “an addition by the ecclesias- is occasionally used of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel as 

tical redactor," because the following 4Vi clause is not well, but in a distancing manner (7:11; 9:12, 28; the 

intelligible; it is also said to be evident from the interpretation of 19:35 is disputed). Erasmus already 

manuscript variants that the traditional text “does interpreted ireivos as referring to Jesus (cf. 

not make unambiguous sense" (ibid., n. 5); cf. idem, Paraphrasis in Evangelium Johannis, Opera Omnia [ 10 

“Analyse," 153-54. In contrast, Smalley (I, 2, 3John, vols.; Leiden: Vander Aa, 1703; reprinted London: 

258) correctly points to the future eschatology in 1 Gregg, 1962] 7.641); however, the reference to the 

John (2:18, 28; 3:2). Schunack writes similarly (Briefe, eyewitnesses in v. 35a is not improbable (cf. BDR § 

84): “There is no compelling reason for attributing 291 [8]). In interpreting ireivos in John 19:35 as 

the traditional . .. presentation to an intervention by referring to Jesus, Bultmann (John, 678 n. 6) 

an ecclesial redactor.” explicitly cites 1 John 4:17. BAGD 239 explains that 

22 According to Bultmann, Epistles, 73, ayairi) in v. 17a ireivos in John frequently refers back to an 

is “God's [ayatn) pcfl’ tjpwv], and must therefore be immediately preceding word (John 5:37; 8:44; 10:6, 

the love of God given to us." Wengst writes similarly 11,29; 12:48; 14:21.26: 16:14. and often 

(Brief, 192): “the love mentioned in v. 17 [means] first elsewhere); this occurs in 1 John only at 5:16. where 

and primarily God's own love.” But the author speaks the demonstrative pronoun refers to the immediately 
in absolute terms of the perfection of agape among preceding concept of apaprla irp'os Bavarov, whereas 

us, and not of the love of God, even though the one elsewhere it always refers to Jesus Christ: 2:6; 3:3,5, 

can scarcely be separated from the other. Even in v. 7,16. Cf. also Horst Balz, “ireivos," ED.XT 1 (1990) 

17a the idea of the agape that is to be practiced by 409-10. 

human beings is included. Only in this interpretation 25 In place of iariv, minuscule 2138 pc read t]v iv to i 
is there a seamless transition to v. 17c (Sri). xo<r pm ap.mp.os rat raBapos, olircus ... (“As he was in 

23 In v. 17b some minuscule manuscripts insert vp'os rov the world pure and without reproach, so ..."). 

ivavBpotmjoavra, identifying the judge of the world 26 Cf. 4:9-10. From this point of view, Bultmann's 
with the incarnate Christ. As to its content this is not suggested reconstruction (Epistles, 73) appears to 

identical with Christ and I John makes no distinction rtarpos), although from a literary-critical perspective 

between God who judges and Christ as judge of the it certainly lacks probability. Windisch (Die 

world (cf. above at 2:28); however, this is a secondary Katholischen Briefe, 130) also believes, with reference 

expansion and is essentially significant only for the to 4:16, that “something must be added, such as iv 

history of interpretation. 0cw or iv rij ayaxt)." Cf. Philo Poster. C. 69: ro p'ev ovv 
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the parallel passages (2:6; 3:3, 7, and others), which use a 
similar explanatory and comparative construction to 
refer to Christ as example. 24 In the present passage, as in 
those others, there is no intention to create an alternative 
between the past, present (cf. 2:1), and future of Christ. 
Even though the reading attested by minuscule 2138 
emphasizes the past of the incarnate one, 25 the present 
tense of iariv shows that the model existence of Christ 
transcends time and space and is meant to be determina¬ 
tive for the community in all ages. Accordingly, as early 
as 2:2 the universal atonement by Christ was stated in the 
present tense (iXaapos farm). Christ is the manifestation 
of God’s agape. 26 The community’s task is derived from 







this: it must present itself in the world in the same way as 
Christ did; 27 for it has already become obvious that in 1 
John the indicative description of the Christian commu¬ 
nity’s existence can often be understood as an indirect 
demand. 28 This community lives ev tS> k oafiia tovtio. The 
demonstrative has a devaluative intent and emphasizes— 
in a way that is found only here in 1 John—the distance 
between the community and the world. 29 Elsewhere the 
author also sees the cosmos as the threatening opposite 
to the community (2:15-17; 3:1), for the “world” in its 
hatred persecutes the believers (3:13). In the “world” the 
false prophets are fomenting trouble (4:1 -3) and the 
antichrist rules (4:3-4). It is therefore only consistent 
that at the end of this writing it should be said: “The 
whole world lies under the power of the evil one” (5:19). 
Nonetheless, the salvific mission of the Son is directed to 
the world (4:9, 14). Whoever takes the existence and 
activity of the Son as a model must, in the same way, 
actualize love in and for the world. This happens 
everywhere when love reaches its perfection (v. 17a) and 
believers can look to the future with confidence (v. 17b). 
So it must be when the Christian community accepts its 
responsibility and understands its existence as agape in 


the world to be a binding obligation. 90 

The contrary attitude, also found in the community, is 
fear. Just as parrhesia in face of the final judgment by 
definition excludes all anxiety and fear (v. 17b), it is also 
true of existence in agape that it is separated from fear. 
The word (pof 3or is found only here in 1 John. 91 Since the 
community feels itself threatened “in this world,” it is 
only natural that fear is not unknown to Christians. But it 
is of the nature of community with God (cf. vv. 13, 16) 
that it prepares a space in which there is room for 
nothing but agape. It is a matter of either-or: love or fear! 
Just as believers cannot at the same time be children of 
God and of the devil (3:10), so they cannot be moved at 
the same time by fear and by love (cf. Rom 8:15: either 
the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, or the spirit of 
adoption as sons and daughters). Such a description of 
the situation contains the demand to overcome the fear 
and anxiety that are present. 

■ 18 This verse states specifically that agape is the opposite 
of fear. 92 The absolute usage (like that in v. 17) indicates 
that it is not legitimate to set up an alternative between 
the love of God and that of human beings, or to ask 
whether the author is thinking only of one or the other. 


Kara dtov (jjv iv ra ayairav avrott opi(erat 
(“Now Moses defines living in accordance with God 
as consisting in loving Him"). However, the necessity 
for such an addition is disputed by Preisker, Die 
Katholischen Briefe, 167: “The one born again, in his 
divine way, that is, his aydiri), which he now has for 
God and exercises towards his brethren, is full of 
confidence on the day of judgment.... In the 
practice of iyarrij Christians follow the model that 
the historical Christ represents for them, and that 
supports their napp^aia.' 

27 Kafliif... eat = "just as." Brown ( Epistles , 332) points 
out that the construction Ka$ios ... m is used in the 
Fourth Gospel when the Father’s action on behalf of 
Jesus is compared with Jesus’ action on behalf of the 
disciples (cf. John 15:9; 20:21). The plane of 
comparison is different in 1 John: “Just as Jesus was 
or did for the disciple, so must his disciples be or do." 
On the use of taBas, cf. also above at 1 John 2:6 and 
3:3. 

28 Cf. aboveat 2:12-14. 

29 Cf. also John 12:31b; 16:11: "This world" is subject 
to the devil’s rule. For Jewish apocalyptic teaching on 
the eons, see / Enoch 48.7 (“this world of iniquity”); 

71.15 (“the world which is to come"); esp. 4 Ezra 

7.112-15: “This present world is not the end_ 

But the day of judgment will be the end of this age 


and the beginning of the immortal age to come, in 
which corruption has passed away,. . . and truth has 
appeared." Cf. also 7.50; 6.9; 9.19; 2 Bar. 51.8-16; 
Hermann Sasse, “auiv," TDNT 1 (1964) 206-7; Str-B 
4.799-976: excursus, “This World, the Days of the 
Messiah, and the Future World." 

30 The secondary reading loiptBa (K 2138 pc) does not 
have a future but an imperative sense (“thus should 
we also be in this worldl"); it makes explicit the text's 
indirect demand for love. 

31 In the Johannine Letters, 4>opos is found only at 
4:17-18; rfiogtopai only at 4:18. The Fourth Gospel 
has the verb 5 times (John 6:19-20; 9:22; 12:15; 
19:8), the noun 3 times (7:13; 19:38; 20:19). The 
fourth evangelist uses <pogoi almost exclusively to 
describe fear of human beings (esp. the “Jews" as 
prototypes of unbelievers). The verb ipopeopai, like 
the noun, indicates fear in face of the representatives 
of the Jewish order (9:22; 19:8) or the fear of the 
Jews(cf. the quotation in 12:15). Theological weight 
is given to c/>o/3eo/iai in the “epiphany fear” of the 
disciples, as a reaction of human beings toward 
miraculous revelation (6:19-20); cf. Horst Balz, 
EDNT 3 (1993) 430, 433. 

32 This is evident already from the ovx . . . a\\a 
construction in vv. 17d-18a, which in the Johannine 
writings frequently expresses a fundamental 
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Instead, the subject is the all-embracing agape that unites 
God and human beings. This is “perfect love” (ij rcAct'a 
ay am}), love that has been perfected, 33 and that 
corresponds entirely to the will of God. It guarantees 
unity between God and human beings, as well as the 
unity of the congregation, embracing all its members. 

Where agape is found, fear has no right to exist: <£<■> 
fiaWet t'ov <poftov. The word ayam) is personified, as the 
subject of the action of casting out. With sovereign 
power, love triumphs over fear. 34 There is an echo of 
the forensic-eschatological aspect, whereby the division 
at the judgment, between believers and unbelievers, 
righteous and unrighteous will be expressed by the 
unrighteous being “cast into the outer darkness.” 35 In 
the Fourth Gospel, the ultimate division between Christ 


and Satan is similarly expressed, 36 and in contrast the 
community between Christ and his own has its negative 
paraphrase in the words: “I shall not cast them out" (ov 
ftil ieftaXa) John 6:37). 

The incompatibility of love and fear is also evident 
from the fact that fear is associated with icoAao-tt. The 
original Greek understanding of this word is not so much 
related to “punishment" as to “discipline” or “physical 
training." 37 In Hellenism it takes on the meaning of 
“punishment" and later becomes a technical term for the 
“eternal punishment” that will be imposed at the final 
judgment. Thus it does not yet appear in Jewish apoc¬ 
alyptic literature, but evidently surfaces in Christian or 
Christian-redacted apocalyptic traditions. 38 The 


opposition: cf. 1 John 2:16; 4:10; 5:18; John 5:30; 
6:38; 7:16, and often elsewhere; see also Walter 
Radi, “oAAd,” EDNT 1 (1990) 61. 

33 The adjective rt'Attos occurs only here in the 
Johannine writings (cf. Matt 5:48; 19:21;Jas 1:4, 17, 
25, and frequently). For r«Aciow, cf. 1 John 2:5; 4:12, 
17 (each time, as here, in connection with ayani}). 
The context is different in the Fourth Gospel (John 
4:34; 5:36; 17:4). There, what is to be perfected is rii 
epya or to (pyon, in contrast, John 17:23 speaks of the 
perfection of unity; John 19:28 of the fulfillment of 
Scripture. If the aorist with the accusative is 
understood in the sense of “actualize," “carry out," 
the passive perfect forms in 1 John express 
“wholeness," “completeness"; this understanding is 
also found in the Gospel (John 17:23; 19:28). Cf. 
Delling, “rcAeiou," 81-82. 

34 For the contrast between fear and love, cf. the 

epigram of Palladas in Anthologta Graeco 11.385: 
flAaorov e\tti tov I'puira, tpopw B< 4>tA<is jcai avaytcrj ' 
rod 8< olirow obltv amoroTtpov (“Thy love is 

counterfeit and thou lovest from fear and by force. 
But nothing is more treacherous than such love"). On 
the meaning of love in contrast to fear, cf. Cicero De 
officiis 2.7: ‘Omnium autem rerum nec aptius est 
quicquam ad opes tuendas ac tenendas quam diligi 
nec alienius quam timeri’ (“The most suitable means 
to achieve and assert power is love, while the least 
suitable is fear"). 

35 Thus Matt 22:13: Upbkert abr'ov <ir ri «dros t'o 
efarepov, cf. Matt 25:30; i(<o pakXetv is also found at 
Matt 5:13; 13:48; Luke 14:35; John 15:6; like the 
more frequent i'(u> in} 9dAA«ie (Matt 21:39 par.; Luke 
4:29; John 6:37; 9:34-35, and often) it implies an 
intensification of ««/3dAAtu>, which in the NT is used 
primarily in connection with the driving out of 


demons: Mark 1:34 par., and frequently; 3:15, 22- 
23 par.; 7:26, 29-30; 9:18, 28, 38 par.; Malt 7:22; 
8:31; 9:33; 12:27, and frequently. In the Fourth 
Gospel it is found also at 2:15; 6:37; 9:34-35; 10:4; 
12:31. In the Johannine Letters, «/3dAAeu» is 
otherwise found only at 3 John 10 in the sense of 

36 Thus in John 12:31: 6 ap X a>v roD xocrpov tovtov 
<«j9Ai)dij<rcrai c£a> (“the ruler of this world will be 
driven out"). 

37 The word koXcutit was not yet used by Homer; in the 
Platonic writings it is used to mean “discipline,” 
“punishment,” “reprimand" (Plato Prol. 323; Leg. 

11.932); Aristotle (Rhel. 1.10) distinguishes between 
ni\a<ns and npiopia (“punishment”); Theophrastus 
(372-287 bce) uses xoAoms for the pruning of trees 
(De causis plantarum [2.4.4] 3.18.2). 

38 Philo already emphasizes that the thought of 
punishment (xoAocrit) causes terror (Scot) (Spec. leg. 
4.6), and he is acquainted with the pedagogical 
connection betw een fear and punishment; cf. Agric. 
40: fear (<pof)os) is seen as the “corrector” (triMppoo- 
urrijr), insofar as “punishment" (xoAotris) is prescribed 
as a “boon" for the ignorant. Abr. 129: God receives 
in friendly fashion the one “who [out of fear] (<pogu) 
propitiates the dominance and authority of the 
master to avoid chastisement (tis bnoTponiio 
eokaotm).’ Cf. also Vil. Mos. 1.96 (where soAoitis 
means the same as npupia and is used of the ten 
punishments inflicted on the Egyptians before 
Israel’s exodus); Con/, ling. 171 (“chastisement is not 
a thing of harm or mischief, but a preventive and 
correction of sin"). According to Josephus Ant. 1.60, 
the “punishment” (nokaeris) was intended to serve as a 
“warning" ( vovBeoia) for Cain. The meaning of divine 
punishment was frequently discussed in Hellenistic 
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apocalyptic terminology that precedes it here (esp. v. 

17b: ijpc'pa rfji xpurcter) indicates that the future- 
eschatological horizon is also to be taken into account, so 
that we could think of c\ fl as a,so meaning “has in 
view." 39 This corresponds to the idea that Christians’ 
future posture in face of the judge of the world will be 
characterized by confidence, and not by fear (v. 17b). 
This kind of expectation includes an assertion about the 
present. 40 Of course, it is not a question of closing off the 
future-eschatological perspective and referring the 
concept of (pofios only to the present. 41 The author’s 
thinking is really dialectic: Fear looks (in one sense) 
toward the future punishment at the final judgment. As 
such fear is an impossible eventuality for Christians, 
because perfected love includes openness and confidence 


before the judge of the world. Nonetheless, fear can be 
understood as “punishment" even in the present; 42 for 
those who are fearful not only before God but also 
before human beings 43 demonstrate thereby that they 
have not achieved perfect love and are not yet really 
living in community with God. Fear anticipates what will 
be accomplished at the final judgment in the form of a 
division between the children of God and of Satan, that 
is, expulsion from the community of those who love. 
Hence it can be understood as a punishment already 
effective in the present. In the true community this is an 
unreal possibility, for where love is genuine there is a 
complete separation from fear. But because the fulfill¬ 
ment of this true existence of the Christian community, 
wholly determined by agape, is still in the future, it 


confidence for the last day, ‘but [one is] not thereby 
justified [1 Cor 4:4].' When you have this [attitude], 
then you have put off the fear of the world"). 

41 Thus Bultmann, Epistles, 74, who in this context 
thinks an appropriate interpretation is “fear contains 
its own punishment.” In that event, “the concept of 

historicized like the concept icptW (‘judgment’) in 
John 3:19." Horst Balz’s opinion is similar (EDNT 3 
[1993] 432, on 1 John 4:18): “The traditional OT 
Jewish rhetoric concerning fear of God is jettisoned 
here; the redeemed now also know the God of 
judgment only as the God of love, before whom they 
are already living, focused on Christ, in unlimited 
vappuaia (4:17).' Schnackenburg (Epistles, 225) 
differs: “Fear is not a punishment in itself, but a kind 
of mesmerized contemplation of the prospect of 
future judgment." 

42 Thus Westcott, Epistles, 160: “Fear . . . must include 
suffering. And the suffering ... is divine punishment 
. . . such punishment is not future only but present." 

43 Against Bultmann, Epistles, 73, according to whom it 
is only a question of “fear before God.” But absolute 
$oj8os cannot be understood one-dimensionally, any 
more than absolute byarnry, they also refer to the 
relationship between human beings. Cf. also Horst 
Balz, “<f>o/9cV" TDNT9 (1974) 214-17: “Fear as 
Exhortation"; and Strecker, Weg, 234: expression of 
the “helplessness of human existence." 


(Stoic) theodicy debates: cf. Plutarch Stoic, rep. 35 
(1050E: Chrysippus); idem. Desera numinis vindicta 
(553-54, 555D); Johannes Schneider, “xoAdfai," 
TDNT 3 (1965) 816-17. The LXX uses the idea 
primarily in Ezek 14:3, 4, 7; 18:30; and Wis 19:4 in 
speaking of divine punishments; also 2 Macc 4:38; in 
the NT it appears, apart from the present verse, also 
in Matt 25:46 (cIt koA a<rtv aliovtov). The concept of 
xoAatns atwinos is also found in T Reub. 5.5; T. Gad 
7.5; Origen C. Cels. 8.48; also Mart. Pol. 2.3; 2 Clem. 
6.7; 1 Clem. 11.1; the absolute xoAtum has the same 
meaning: Diog. 9.2; Herm. Sim. 9.18.1; T. Levi 4.1. 
Since the Byzantine era, xdAatris has simply meant 
“hell"; in Apoc. Pet. 21 it is called rortos xoAdtrcms 
(Schneider, “xoAdfrn.” TDNT 3 [1965] 816). 

39 Thus Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen Briefe, 
130. 

40 Cf. also the Zurich Bible: “Denn die furcht hat pein 
[For fear has its own agony]”; so also Martin Luther, 
WA (Deutsche Bibel) 7.336 (cf. idem, revised text of 
1984: “Denn die Furcht muss vor der Strafe zittern 
[For fear must tremble before punishment]’). On 
this, see Luther’s sermon on 1 John 4:18 (28 July 
1532, WA 36.471-72): “Ideo kan mich die Welt nicht 
verzagt machen, wie wol ich nicht drauff fusse ut 
Paulus 1. Cor. ‘Nihil mihi,’ ‘sed per hoc.' Item 1. 
Thess. 2. ‘ut pater’ sc. das ist ein ruhm et fiducia 
etiam ad extremum diem, 'sed per hoc non 
iustificatus.' Quando hoc habes, so hastu dich 
entledight der Furcht der Welt’ (“Therefore, the 
world cannot cause me to fail, so long as I do not rely 
on it, as Paul says in 1 Corinthians (1 am not aware 
of] anything against myself ‘but through this [1 am 
not justified, 1 Cor 4:4],’ and again in 1 Thessa- 
lonians 'like a father [with his children we exhorted 
you, 1 Thess 2:11 ],’ that is a source of pride, and of 
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remains the task of believers to allow themselves to be 
shaped by agape ever anew, to overcome fear, and to 
approach the goal where love, freedom, and truth will be 
joined in harmony (cf. 2 John 3; 3 John 1), and therefore 
will have achieved their ultimate fulfillment. 44 

The particle hi does not refer to the immediately 
preceding on clause but concludes the main clause of v. 

18a with an antithesis. If love excludes all fear, it can be 
said in turn that no one who is dominated by fear truly 
loves. The perfect TeTtAetWat resumes the adjective 
reXfia (v. 18a) and says that the love of one who fears has 
not been perfected. This can scarcely be said to presup¬ 
pose a scale of various forms of realization of agape; 45 
rather, the author could also have said that someone who 
fears is not living in love, 46 for he is thinking of absolute 


agape as it is described in v. 16 and as it is to be actualized 
in the world by the Christian community. 

■ 19 The personal pronoun 17/zet? takes up the first person 
plurals from vv. 16 and 17 (jieB ’ 17/icov), 47 confirming 
that, in spite of the shifts between adhortative and 
descriptive presentation, the author never loses sight of 
the community being addressed; instead, the intracom¬ 
munity parenesis continues. The continuity of the train 
of thought cannot be disputed, either, by interpreting 
ayanmp&v in the sense of “love of the sisters and broth¬ 
ers,” whereby the theme of vv. 7-12 would be resumed 
at this point; 48 the absolute use of the verb here con¬ 
tinues the absolute ay airr) of vv. 16 - 18 , and the author 
has deliberately refused to specify either of these 
concepts. 49 The question whether the finite verb is to be 


44 A psychological interpretation of v. 18b, as suggested 
by Windisch and Preisker ( Die Katholischen Briefe, 

130), is false: " 18 offers a sensitive commentary on 
the psychology of faith"; similarly Oskar Pfister, Das 
Christentum and die Angst (Zurich: Artemis. 1944; ET 
Christianity and Fear (trans. W. H. Johnston; London: 
Allen Sc Unwin; New York: Macmillan, 1948]) 18- 
19, who sees 1 John 4:18 as formulating an almost 
“neurological doctrine” and draws the conclusion, 

“Thus according to 1 John 4:18 fear results from 48 
disordered love." However, the author of 1 John 49 
does not intend to write a psychogram of believers, 
but to describe an eschatological and ontological fact 
in order to draw parenetic conclusions from it. 

45 Against Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen 
Briefe, 130 (“The author apparently knows of an 
imperfect early stage, at which love has not yet been 
able to cast out fear"). Brown (Epistles, 532) rightly 
disputes this. Of the suggestion that this represents “a 
parallel to the Pauline idea of gradation among 
Christians so that only some are perfect or mature," 
he says: “This is dubious, however, for in Johannine 
dualism the opposite to perfect love may not be 
imperfect love but hate." 

46 Thus also l Clem. 49.5: “By love all God’s elect were 
made perfect (iv rjj ayanji cT<A<iwdij<rat>)," followed 
by the significant statement: “Without love nothing 
can please God"; cf. I Clem. 50.3. 

47 According to Brown (Epistles, 532), the placement of 
Elicit at the beginning of the sentence is for emphasis; 
thus it could be further strengthened by the addition 
of olv (as in the secondary variants in A 048 vld , 33, 

69, 623, 2464 al r vg). However, the primary 
placement of the personal pronoun is a common 
rhetorical feature of Johannine letter style (cf. also 


[«ai] w* in 3:14, 16; 4:16-17 and [sui] tpctr in 1:3; 
2:20, 24, 27; 4:4). Distinct from this is the author's 
literary “we," by means of which he locates himself in 
relation to his audience (1:4; 4:6, 14; on this, see the 
commentary above). This allows no inference of a 
polemical situation, for it is difficult to suppose, with 
Bultmann (Epistles, 75), that vv. 20-21 are ‘evidently 
directed against the gnosticizing notion that human 
love can be aimed directly at God." 

Thus Bultmann, Epistles, 75-76. 

This first appears in secondary readings in which 
either toj> Btov (thus K and others) or alrov (T 9J!) is 
introduced as the object of ayairaiisev. According to 
Bultmann, Epistles, 76, the “leading question" to be 
presupposed here is “the question of the [ayanav roe 
Beov}.' Then on the basis of v. 20 one could 
demonstrate why those people who say they love God 
but stand in a relationship of hatred to their brothers 
and sisters are rejected. However, this very 
continuation of the thought says that the love of God 
and of the sisters and brothers are intertwined in the 
most intimate manner possible. The author has 
deliberately avoided giving an object for ay an u> fit v in 
order to preserve the general and comprehensive 
character of the expression. Schnackenburg differs 
(Epistles, 225): according to him, “the author already 
has the subject of mutual (human) love in mind, and 
not... love toward God." 
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understood as indicative or imperative 50 should be 
decided in favor of the latter. 51 This corresponds to 4:7, 

11, while the contrast of indicative and imperative in this 
verse is also closely paralleled in 4:10-11. 52 

The demand for agape addressed by the author to his 
hearers is founded on the statement that God first loved 
us (oiror irpatros fiyairqatv tjjias). The reading 6 dtos in 
place of the personal pronoun produces a clarification 55 
without changing the meaning, for it is clear from what 
has preceded that one should think of o Otis as the 
subject (cf. vv. 9-10, 20). God’s love is temporally prior 
to human love; 54 it has made itself known in Jesus Christ. 
The revelation of divine love in Jesus Christ represents 
the ap\tj of the community. 55 But as regards its real 
implications also, divine love precedes the human, 


because it opens up the possibility for a new existence in 
which love for God and for one’s sisters and brothers 
becomes a reality. 56 It implies an obligation for the 
Christian community to make this loving existence 
concrete (3:16b; 4:11). It is thus realized in the over¬ 
coming of fear. The demand of agape points out a way 
that is determined not by fear, lies, hatred, and death, 
but by confidence, truth, love, and life. 

■ 20 Now for the first time we find a definite assertion that 
love of God and love of one’s sister or brother cannot be 
separated. This is additional confirmation that the 
absolute aya-mj and ayattav in vv. 17-19 do not refer to 
love for God. 57 The initial eav m tiirij (lit.: “if anyone 
says’) does not necessarily introduce the proposition of a 
false teacher, which would suggest here an opposing 


50 When interpreting hyair5>ptv in an imperative sense 
one should think of a hortatory subjunctive; cf. BDF 
§ 364. 

51 Against Weiss, Briefe, 132; Windisch and Preisker, 

Die Katholischen Briefe, 131; Wengst, Brief 196; 

Brown, Epistles, 532. Brown points to the indicative 
statements in vv. 14a and 16a, but emphasizes that 
while no definite decision is possible, “the tone of 
confidence throughout this subsection favors the 
indicative." In favor of my interpretation is the fact 
that the indicatives in the immediately preceding and 
following verses also have an imperative intention. 

52 However, one may not say with Bultmann ( Epistles , 

75) that the section 4:19—5:4 “does not contain any 
new and developing thoughts (with respect to 4:7- 

12], but repeats, with slight variations, what had 
already been said." No matter how much one may see 
here “a combination of individual meditations or 
discussions of the Johannine ‘school’" (ibid.), one will 
see in what follows that, in the course of his writing, 
the author produces increasingly concrete statements. 

53 The reading o Scot nputTos is found in A 33, 81 vid al 
lat; 6 fit os srpStTov in 623, 2464 pc; o flcos avros uparov 
in 1505, 2495 pc. 

54 ripuTos occurs only here in 1 John. In the Fourth 
Gospel the concept appears 15 times (including the 
variant readings in 5:4 and 8:7), in both anthropolog¬ 
ical (2:10; 20:4, 8) and christological (1:15; 8:30) 
contexts; cf. also 15:18: the disciples of the Revealer 57 
know that the world has hated Christ “before you." 

Brown (Epistles, 532) and Schnackenburg ( Epistles, 

225 n. 91) point out that itparot can have a 
comparative meaning ( uporepos ); cf., e.g.,John 1:15, 

30 or 2:10; 20:4, 8; on this, see BDF § 62. 

55 See above at 1:1 (Air’ hp\rjs). 

56 Cf. 3:16; it is characteristic that in this connection the 


author does not mention the law and human 
enslavement under the demands of the law; he is not 
living in an environment of Jewish thought. 
Consequently, it is false to the Johannine worldview 
to suspect that this passage (or 4:10) implies an 
aversion to works-righteousness (against Schneider, 
“Briefe," 179, according to whom the author rejects 
the idea “that the love that leads to the overcoming 
of fear is our own work"). On this subject, cf. 

Dietrich Bonhoeflfer, Ethics (ed. Eberhard Bethge; 
trans. Neville Horton Smith; London: SCM; New 
York: Macmillan, 1955) 175-76: “The relation 
between the divine love and human love is wrongly 
understood if we say that the divine love precedes the 
human love, but solely for the purpose of setting 

the divine love is an independent, free and 
autonomous activity of man. On the contrary, 
everything which is to be said of human love, too, is 
governed by the principle that God is love. The love 
with which man loves God and his neighbor is the 
love of God and no other; for there is no other love; 
there is no love which is free or independent from 
the love of God. In this, then, the love of men 
remains purely passive. Loving God is simply the 
other aspect of being loved by God. Being loved by 
God implies loving God; the two do not stand 
separately side by side." 

Since v. 20 makes the absolute ayaitwptv (v. 19) 
concrete, as love for God and the brothers and 
sisters, one could join Brown ( Epistles, 563) in 
regarding the passage from 4:20 to 5:4a as an 
independent subsection. However, even here the 
author’s meditative style allows one to discern no 
definitive caesura, especially since the preceding 
passage spoke of the commandment of mutual love 
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thesis to the effect that the false teachers laid claim to 
possessing the love of God; 58 for ns has a general 
significance elsewhere in 1 John as well, and cannot be 
limited to the emergence of opponents. 59 In the same 
way, in NT usage the verb dirtiv often appears at the 
beginning of a rhetorical expression, 60 or it expresses a 
possibility that can be generally realized in the Christian 
church. 61 Even though one can imagine, in principle, 
that the docetic teachers within the environment of 1 
John acknowledged only the dimension of love for God, 
and deliberately ignored the question of relationships 
with fellow human beings, this is not a conclusion that 
can be clearly drawn from the text. According to the 
structure of the document and the intention of the 
author, it is primarily the audience, that is, the Christian 
community in toto that is being addressed, and so it has 
been understood throughout the many centuries of the 
letter’s reception. The Christian community in every age 
is constantly in danger of neglecting the ethical conse¬ 


quences of its confession of Christ (vv. 9-10) and of the 
saving indicative of the love of God (v. 19), and thereby 
being unfaithful to the “law” that constitutes it. 

Those who do not make the connection, who fail to 
understand the urgent consequences that the event of 
salvation imposes on them but instead are consumed by 
hatred toward their fellow human beings, 62 fall out of 
the realm of communion with God. They separate 
themselves from the sphere of truth and love and 
become V'«v«rrtjs (“liars”). They not only speak falsehood 
but are divorced from the only genuine reality, that of 
God. 63 They belong to the world, whose ruler is the 
htapoKos. 64 Such behavior is on the same level with that 


(vv. 11-12; cf. V. 21). Cf. also Bultmann, Epistles, 76; 
and Schnackenburg, Epistles, 225, both of whom 
treat v. 19 as a transition to 4:20—5:4. 

58 Thus Wengst, Brief, 196: the author “quotes a thesis 
of the opponents (love for God—20a), contrasts it 
with a type of behavior that contradicts it (hatred of 
the brethren—20b), and draws the conclusion that 

Schnackenburg also emphasizes ( Epistles, 226) “that 
the author has returned to his polemic against the 
gnostics." However, he “unmasks them with all their 
specious words, with which they pretend to 
fellowship with God but fail in showing mutual love." 

59 ’ Ear nr appears in 1 John also at 2:1, 15; 5:16; ««s 
at 2 John 10; nr at 1 John 2:27. Cf. the rhetorical o 
Xeyav: 2:4, 6, 9; 5:16, alternating with iror 6: 2:23, 
29; 3:3, 4, 6 (bis), 9, 10, 15; 4:7; 5:1 (bis), 18; also the 
generalizing Sr cav: 4:15. In the same way, the 
preceding 6 ipopobptvos (v. 18) has a general 
meaning, referring to the Christian community as a 
whole. Cf. BDF § 301; Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 9; 
Klaus Beyer, Semitische Syntax im Neuen Testament 1/1 
(2d ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1968) 
226-29. 

60 Cf. {pel nr in 1 Cor 15:35; Jas 2:18; iptu ovn in Rom 
9:19; 11:19; BAGD 226 (at 2b). 

61 Cf. the first person plural car cfiratpcr in 1:6, 8, 10. 

As stated above, this does not reflect opposing 
teachers and their claims but is instead a matter of 
the church's self-understanding. This is said against 
Brown, Epistles, 533. 

62 ’ AlcX<pos is, in the first instance, the designation for 


fellow Christians; with this meaning it occurs 
frequently in Paul’s writings (Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:58; 
Phil 4:1, and often), and is also known to the Fourth 
Gospel: John 21:23 (cf. also 13:34-35; 15:12, 17). 
For the corresponding usage in 1 John, cf. 2:9-11; 
3:10-17; 4:20-21; 5:16; cf. also 3 John 3, 5, 10. 
However, the word is also used in the NT in the 
sense of “neighbor," “fellow human”: Matt 7:3-6 
par.; 18:15 par. (cf. irXj,aiov in Matt 22:39 = Lev 
19:18); Johannes Beutler, “a{cA<J>o S " F.DXT 1 (1990) 
28-30. The construction pure'w rbv abeX<pbv abrob is 
contrasted only here with ayaitav r'ov abeXipov abrob. 
It is identical with “being in darkness" (1 John 2:9, 

11) or “being a murderer" (3:15). Murcli- corresponds 
to the behavior of the world, which pours its hatred 
on the Christian community (3:13). Thus it is also 
found in the Fourth Gospel (John 3:20; 7:7; 15:18— 

19; 17:14). Accordingly, such “hating" describes an 
active, negative deed that goes far beyond “not 
loving" one's brother or sister (cf. 1 John 3:17). 
There is little probability in Schnackenburg's 
restriction ( Epistles, 226), according to which hatred 
concretely designates ‘the hatred of the gnostics and 
their secret enmity toward the true believers." 

63 Cf. Bultmann, Epistles, 76; above at 1:6: "lying" 
(ipcbbtaBai occurs only here in the Johannine 
writings) is identical with “not doing the truth" and 
“living in darkness." See also Hans Conzelmann, 
>cS«os," TDXT9 (1974) 602: the lie, in the 
Johannine sense, is not just ‘error but an active 
contesting of the truth, i.e.. unbelief.” 

64 Cf. apywv rob Koo-pov: John 12:31; 16:11; 14:30; 
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of the false prophets, who are also called “liars," because 
they close themselves against the truth of the Christ- 
confession (2:22). In this way the author has taken up 
anew the statement of 2:4 (“Whoever says, ‘I have come 
to know him,' but does not obey his commandments, is a 
liar"). But here the connection between acknowledging 
and loving God is made more specific, because now the 
relationship between “loving" {ayairav) and “seeing” 

( opav ) is brought into view. 65 After it had been said in 3 
John 11 that “whoever does evil has not seen God,” thus 
equating not loving God with not seeing God (cf. also 1 
John 3:6), here the relationship between seeing and 
loving is described in a more reflective fashion and with 
greater clarity about its ethical relevance. 66 The author 
presupposes the idea, common not only in Hellenistic 
Judaism 67 but also in antiquity as a whole, that God is 
invisible. 68 This is also presumed by the Fourth Gospel 
when the invisibility and thus general unknowability of 
God is stated and it is said that only the Revealer has seen 
this God. 69 The idea that is pointedly expressed in a 
christological context there is here articulated in an 
ecclesiological and ethical sense. The statement takes the 
form of an aphorism: anyone who does not love the sister 


or brother who stands visibly before his or her eyes 
cannot love the invisible God. 70 This does not mean that 
love of the sisters and brothers is a first stage leading to 
love of God and therefore the immediate precondition of 
it. 71 Instead, the author wishes to say that love of sisters 
and brothers and love of God belong inseparably 
together, and together they constitute the reality of the 
one agape given and demanded by God in the behavior 
of individual Christians and of the Christian community 
as a whole. 

The parenedc intention is undeniable: the commu¬ 
nity’s attention is directed to the existing reality, the 
needs of their brothers and sisters (cf. 3:17). This implies 
a rejection not only of Docetism but of every form of 
mystical adoration and vision of God that employs 
religion as a pretext for withdrawing from the demands 
of the social situation. As this danger is commonly 
present in Christian communities, and therefore to be 
presumed among the readers of 1 John, it is under¬ 
standable that this passage impresses on them the 
unbreakable connection between love of God and love of 
the sisters and brothers. This occurs in a negative 
formulation in v. 20 (/it/, ovy), and takes a positive form 


5io/3oAor: 6:70; 8:44; 13:2. In 1 John it is said of the 
5io/3oAos: “the devil has been sinning from the 
beginning" (3:8). 

65 This is the only place in the Johannine writings 
where this happens. The Fourth Gospel knows only 
the positive (20:8) or negative (20:25, 29) concept of 
the relationship between opav and viartittv; it refers 
to the seeing and believing of the miracle; so also 

11:45 (OtatTOat/irurTftieiv). 

66 A related argument, touching the relationship of 
children to their parents and making “reverence" an 
obligation of children, occurs in Philo Decal. 120: 
apqxavov t' tvotfScioOai roe aoparov into tUv cis row 
Cfnpavetf «oi iyy w ovras aocfioivTtov (“and how can 
reverence be rendered to the invisible God by those 
who show irreverence to the gods who are near at 
hand and seen by the eye?"). 

67 Thus Jacob Kremer, ‘bpaco," EDNT 2 (1991) 529. 

68 Cf. also Wilhelm Michaelis, “opow," TDNT 5 (1967) 

315-67, at 320-21; also Empedocles,/rg. 133: ot>* 
cotiv -ntAaaaadai iv b<p8a\pot(nv fiplxrov TjpfTfpois fj 
Xtpa'i Aafltiv (“one cannot bring the deity near to 
oneself as accessible to our eyes, or touch it with the 
hands"). 

69 John 1:18; 5:37; 6:46; 14:9;cf. 12:45. 

70 This is not a rhetorical question (unlike 3:17). even 
though this might be suggested by the addition of the 


interrogative particle (A 048 3Jt latt syP bo). 
Brown rightly emphasizes ( Epistles , 533) that the 
conclusion a minori ad maius (Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
226) in v. 20de is constructed chiastically: “[A] The 
one not loving [B] the brother whom he has seen, [B] 
the God whom he has not seen [A] he is not able to 
love." The perfect idspantv (v. 20de) expresses the 
“endurance of what has been perfected” (cf. BDF § 
340). Since “seeing" the sister or brother, as well as 
“not seeing” God, endures to the present time, this is 
frequently translated in the present tense; Martin 
Luther, “den er sihet [whom he seeth]” ( Deutsche Bibel 
7:336); Zurich Bible: “den er von Angesicht kennt 
[whose countenance he knows].’ The English 
translation “whom he has seen" (NEB, RSV) or 
‘whom they have seen" (NRSV) is more accurate. 

71 Against Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen 

Briefe, 131 (“While, according to [4:]7, 11, love of the 
brethren flows from the experience of the love of 
God, here one ascends from the former to the 
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in the following verse. 

■ 21 The copulative xai has not only a connective but also 
an epexegetical function. 72 It indicates that the following 
sentence draws a conclusion from what has gone before, 
reaching back at least to v. 19, where the imperative “We 
[must] love” illustrates the parenetical intention of the 
section. Were there any doubt about the author’s 
intention to issue a warning, it is eliminated by the 
expression evroAi) xaivij. Thus what was said above about 
love of God and the brothers and sisters, and will be 
clarified in what follows, is the content of the Johannine 
“new commandment.” It is “new” because it has been 
truly (2:8) given, namely, by God (air’ avrov) through 
Jesus Christ. 73 The difference between this and John 
13:34, according to which Christ the Revealer teaches 
the new commandment to his disciples (cf. also John 
15:12, 17), as well as our statement that the new 
commandment is God’s gift to the community (also in 2 
John 4-5: the commandment “[from] the Father, . . . one 
we have had from the beginning”), can be explained by 
the christological aim of the Fourth Gospel; it therefore 
indicates no discrepancy in the matter itself. Differently 
from what has gone before, the commandment of agape 


is not only identified with the demand for love of the 
brothers and sisters, or for mutual love, 74 but refers to 
the connection between love of God and of the sisters 
and brothers. It thus represents a valuable early Chris¬ 
tian “commentary on the double commandment of love 
as preached by Jesus,” 75 even though 1 John never 
quotes the Synoptic Gospels and, by its use of the 
expression “love of the brothers and sisters ” creates an 
essential distinction between its own usage and the 
problem of love of God and neighbor as handed down by 
Mark 12:29-31 and parallels. The dense interweaving of 
love of God and of the sisters and brothers, as presented 
in the ita clause’s 76 connection of subject (6 ayairwv r'ov 
ffeov) and predicate (ayaira <cai r'ov abe\<f>'ov avrov), 
constitutes the climax of the author’s authoritative 
teaching to the Christian community. The community 
with God that presents itself as love of God is not an 
abstraction; it happens where it takes form in the praxis 
of love for the Christian sisters and brothers. 


72 On this, see BDR § 442, 6 (even though there only 
examples of a «u within the clause are given). Cf. also 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 227: “[mu] forms a close 
connection with v. 20," and Brown, Epistles, 534: 
“The 'and' tightly connects v. 21 to the preceding 
verse, upon which it is a commentary." 

73 Instead of air’ avrov, some manuscript witnesses read 
airo roC Oeov (A 048 vld r vg* 1 ), this is clearly a 
secondary reading, but it correctly interprets the text 
as given. 

74 Cf. also 3:23: “his commandment’ has the twofold 
content of believing in Christ and loving one 


another, esp. at 2:7-11: the old and new command¬ 
ment to love the sister or brother; on this, see the 

75 Schnackenburg. Epistles, 227. 

76 “lj>a in combinaton with a preceding demonstrative 
has an explicative meaning; cf. above at 4:17-18. On 
this, see Peter Lampe, “iW," EDNT 2 (1991) 190 
(with reference to John 6:39, 40; 15:12; 1 John 3:11, 
23; 4:21; 5:3; 2 John 6a, and elsewhere). 
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The Actions of Those Who Are Born of God: 

5 Loving God's Children 

and Keeping the Commandments 

1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the 

Christ has been born of God, and 
everyone who loves the parent loves the 
child. 2/ By this we know that we love 
the children of God, when we love God 
and obey [God's] commandments. 3/ For 
the love of God is this, that we obey 
[God's] commandments. And [these] 
commandments are not burdensome, 4/ 
for whatever is born of God conquers the 


■ 1 The generalized character of the address is evident 
not only from the initial irar but also from the content: in 
what follows, the author intends to connect the universal 
Christian phenomenon of faith with the theme of agape. 
The address is to every Christian, for it is true of all of 
them that they believe that Jesus is the Christ. Hence 
nothing is said here directly against any opponents. 1 
They are only indirectly in view, to the extent that they 
deny that Jesus is the Christ (2:22; cf. Acts 9:22). That 
what is formulated at this point is not their denial but 
rather its “positive counterpart” 2 strengthens its primary 
direction to the listening community, which is meant to 
recognize itself in this form of address. 3 It confesses Jesus 
as the Christ 4 and articulates its credo, that is, the fides 
quae creditur (“that which is believed”) (cf. 4:15). It is true 


that in the Johannine writings Christian faith is essen¬ 
tially a fides specialis (“special faith”), the fides qua creditur 
(“the way of believing”), which amounts to an assentiri 
promissioni Dei (“acceptance of God’s promises"). 5 This 
attitude of trust is founded on the fact of being born of 
God, which is the sign by which Christians are known, 6 
and which as early as 4:7 was equated with love and with 
knowing God. 7 Faith and love overlap and coincide, as is 
clear from the second half of the verse, where the 
participial noun 6 ayasrmv is parallel to 6 m<TT(vu>v in the 
first half. In the Johannine writings, dogmatics and ethics 
cannot be played off against one another; instead, every 
faith statement has an ethical quality. In turn, Johannine 
agape is only valid within the eschatological horizon 
expressed by the expressions “love of God” and 


1 Against Wengst, Brief 201, according to whom star 
expresses a “polemic intention." 

2 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 227. He emphasizes 
correctly that the author “is clearly addressing his 
readers." 

3 Thus also in the subsequent presentation of the 
Christ-confession and its consequences: 5:5, 10, 13. 

4 The absolute Xpnrror is found also at 2:22; 2 John 9; 
elsewhere ’ Itjcovr Xpioros: 1 John 1:3; 2:1; 4:2; 5:6; 

2 John 3, 7. 

5 As distinguished from the fides generalis, which 
Melanchthon (Apologia Confessionis Auguslanae 4.48) 
equated with notitia historiae: "Sed ilia Odes, quae 
iustificat, non est tantum notitia historiae, sed est 
assentiri promissioni Dei" ("the faith that justifies is 
not merely [faith in] a historical concept, but a 
trusting in the promises of God"). 

6 The perfect yeycvinjrai occurs 9 times in the 

Johannine corpus. This use does not present a 
reflection on the “priority” of being born of God over 
faith, so that faith would be understood as a result of 
being born of God. That, however, is the opinion of 


John R. W. Stott, The Epistles of John (TNTC 19; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964) 172. In contrast, 
Chaine (Les epitres catholiques, 210) places faith prior 
to being born of God. Differently, and correctly, 
Brown, Epistles, 535: according to him it is probable 
that “the Johannine writers think of believing and 
begetting as belonging together and simultaneous." 
It is not apparent from our text that the author is 
here referring to John 1:12-13 (against Wengst, 
Brief, 201). See the excursus above, “Being Born of 
God." 

Cf. also 4:16 (“We have known and believe ..."); 
also the identification of being born of God with 
“doing right" (2:29), “not being able to sin" (3:9), 
“conquering the world" (5:4), and with “protection" 
(5:18; see below). 
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“love for God.” 

The interpretation of t'ov yevvijaavra and the 
subsequent t'ov yeyevvqpevov is disputed. An ordinary 
reference to human parents in the sense of an aphorism 
comparable to that in John 5:19-20 8 is as little likely as 
an interpretation that would make the expression a 
reference to one’s own parents. 9 Instead, one may gather 
from the context that, after the reference to being born 
of God (v. la), from this point on God is spoken of as the 
parent; this accords with the interlacing of love for God 
and love for the sisters and brothers (4:21). This kind of 
commingling is also envisioned in the rhetorical expres¬ 
sion 10 that answers the question whether “the child” 
might mean Jesus. 11 From the connection to what has 
preceded and the resumption by means of the phrase 


TtKva row 8(ov (v. 2) it seems highly probable that the 
author is thinking of the sisters and brothers who are 
born of God, that is, of other Christians. He intends to 
say that being Christian is something that is realized in 
faith and love; this Christian love must be directed to 
God and fellow Christians. 12 It is in the nature of a 
demand, and corresponds to the character of this section 
as commandment (cf. 4:21) and to the jussive subjunctive 
ayaira. 13 The xot (“so also”), probably secondary, 


8 Thus Brown, Epistles, 536; cf. in this sense Plutarch 
De fratemo amore 480D-F; “For he that hates his own 
brother and is angry with him cannot refrain from 
blaming the father that begat and the mother that 
bore such a brother (o yap puriov t'ov abeX<pov avrov 
sal fUapvvopevos oi livarai pi) t'ov yevvqaavTa 

p(p<P«r6ai sal TT)V T(Kovoav) -Excellent and just 

[offspring] will not only love each other the more 
because of their parents (6ia tow yovt is aya-nijoouoi 
paXXov aAAi[Aow), but will also love their parents the 
more because of each other (row yoveis ST aAAijAow) 
... as regards parents, brotherly love (duXaleXfia) is 
of such a sort that to love one’s brother is forthwith a 
proof of love (airobcx£iv.. . too tpiXtiv) for both 
mother and father." Also Plotinus Enn. 2.9.16: 

“where we love (6 yap to ifuAcio €x<oo), our hearts are 
warm also to the kin of the beloved (to xrvyyeves irav 
oi 4»Act); we are not indifferent to the children or our 
friend (ayaira). Now every soul is a child of that 
Father (V't>X7 8* siira narpas electron);... where there 
is contempt for the kin of the Supreme the 
knowledge of the Supreme itself (/ irfi'e exteTva uraoiv) 
is merely verbal" (Plotinus, The Enneads [trans. 
Stephen MacKenna; 2d ed.; ed. B. S. Page; London: 
Faber and Faber, 1956] 148). Against the interpreta¬ 
tion of this passage in terms of the relationship to 
human parents is the fact that even related texts like 
John 5:19-20 and Matt 11:27-28 are not to be 
understood in this ordinary sense, but contain clear 
statements about the relationship between God as 
father and Christ as son. 

9 Brooke, Epistles, 127; C. Haas, M. de Jonge, and J. L. 
Swellengrebel, A Translator’s Handbook on the Letters of 
John (HeTr 13; London: United Bible Societies, 

1972) 115. 

10 Thus correctly Bultmann, Epistles, 76; Westcou, 


Epistles, 177; Wengst, Brief, 200, and elsewhere. 

11 Thus Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen Briefe, 

131. 

12 That here, differently from 4:20-21, the author 
speaks not of love for the sisters and brothers but of 
love for “the one born of [God]” seems to suggest the 
parallel pairing of creator and creation, and to hint 
that the circle of “children of God" whom the 
Christians are obligated to love (5:2) reaches beyond 
the borders of the community. This would be 
supported by the reading attested by Codex 
Sinaiticusand other manuscripts, whereby v. lb 
would have «ai to yeyevvr/pevov (“and the thing 
begotten/born") instead of sat t'ov yeyewr/pevov 
(“and the one who is begotten/born’); however, this 
variant is probably secondary (see below, n. 14). In 
addition, the Johannine doctrine of creation is, in its 
fundamentals, incorporated in the doctrine of 
election: “being born of God” is the same as “being 
loved by God,” and that in turn is indissolubly bound 
to “believing’ and “loving God." Of course, in 
Johannine understanding Christian love is certainly 
not limited to love for fellow Christians, because 
agape, since it is an action that accords with the 
nature of God and is something done by God, is by 
definition a love that is boundless. In this sense also, 
according to Bultmann, Epistles, 28, “brother or 
sister" (abtXxpos) means “not especially the Christian 
comrade in the faith, but one’s fellow [human being], 
the ’neighbor.’" 

13 The finite verb ayaira can be read either as present 
indicative or present subjunctive. In fact, an 
imperative meaning is clearly attested only for the 
third person aorist subjunctive (e.g., Bam. 19.1; 
Edwin Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen Papyri aus 
der Ptolemaerzeit [2 vols. in 6; Berlin: de Gruyter, 
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underscores the fundamentally parenetic intention of the 
author. 14 

■ 2 The sentence construction is difficult. To begin with, 
the question whether tv tovtoi refers to what precedes or 
what follows has received different answers. If one refers 
the demonstrative pronoun to the preceding sentence, v. 
2 would simply be “an application of the rule in v. lb.” 15 
But against this is not only that the relationship of v. 2 to 
v. 1 b is not so much an “application” as an explanation, 
but also that this would make the following orav clause 
impossible to explain. 16 Since iv rovrip in 1 John often 
refers to what follows, 17 the same can be presumed here. 
The demonstrative pronoun is taken up not only by the 
on clause but by the orav clause as well. The latter has an 
epexegetical function and takes the place of a second 
on. 18 Thus one can also translate: “By this we know that 
we love the children of God, because we love God and 
keep God’s commandments.” In combination with the 
present subjunctive aya-nSsfitv, orav describes an action 
that is thought of as constantly recurring. Thus the 
expression is not far removed from the idea of a 
condition that accompanies recognition of love for the 
brothers and sisters. 19 Hence it is true that there is no 
knowledge of love for the sisters and brothers that does 
not, as such, include ayairav top 6*ov and ras evroKas 
Ttoifiv. When the author uses the concept of re'icva tov 
fcov here in place of row aSektpovs, he is applying an 


expression that described Christians as early as 3:1 -2, 

10, that is, all those who believe in the name of Christ (cf. 
John 1:12; 11:52). The conclusion to draw from v. 1, 
then, is that the love that is (indirectly) demanded is 
directed toward those who are born of God, the 
members of the Christian community. 

It is striking that the author does not begin with the 
criterion for recognizing love for the sisters and broth¬ 
ers, on the basis of which the reality of love for God 
could be discerned (cf. 3:14-15, 17-19; 4:20). Instead, 
the order is reversed. Love for God and keeping God’s 
commandments become the basis for recognizing love 
for the brothers and sisters. Of course, this is not a 
question of theoretical knowledge. Rather—as is true for 
the verb ytvcooKetp in 1 John generally and particularly in 
connection with agape 20 —it is a matter of the reality of 
love of God. That reality allows no distinction between 
theory and practice but assumes love for the sisters and 
brothers as its necessary consequence. Nonetheless, the 
author is able to derive assurance about love for God 
from the fact of the mutual love that is practiced in and 
through the community. 21 This “circular reasoning” 22 
indicates that love for the brothers and sisters and love 
for God cannot become reality in isolation from one 
another. The author is not polemicizing against false 
prophets at this point, 23 and has equally little interest in 
speculating on a possible basis for recognition or making 


1926] 2/1.229); but the imperative (jussive) meaning 
for the first person present subjunctive is frequently 
found; cf. BDF § 364; Kuhner-Gerth, Grammatik, 
1.219 ff. 

14 The adverbial mu', used for emphasis (attested by A P 
911 and others), seems to have intruded from 4:21b 
(thus Brown, Epistles, 535); it underscores the parallel 
between love of God and love of the sisters and 
brothers. In the same way, the reading «u ro (K 69 
pc) is secondary. 

15 Schnackenburg, Epistles, 228; cf. Dodd, Epistles, 125; 
Weiss, Brie/e, 136 (with reference to 2:5; 3:10, 19; 
4:17). 

16 In that case one would have to suppose that the trap 
clause (found only here in the Johannine Letters) was 
placed afterward by mistake, and reverse the two 
clauses (Schnackenburg, Epistles, 227-28); the 
awkward placement is then explained by the author’s 
effort to create a connection with the following verse 
(so Marshall, Epistles, 227-28). 

17 Cf., e.g., 4:2, 9-10; also 3:10; Bultmann, Epistles, 77. 

18 Thus BDF § 394 (St ap replaces Sri “if the fact is only 


assumed”). 

19 Cf. BAGD 588 (on Stop). Bultmann (Epistles, 25) 
wishes to make a distinction in vv. 2-3: he thinks that 
Tjjpttp ras eprokas describes “not the condition, but 
rather the characteristic of the knowledge of God.” It 
is, however, difficult to conceive the one without the 
other. 

20 On this, see the excursus below on “yn«i<r«ca>." 

21 Rudolf Kittler (“Erweis der Bruderliebe an der 
Bruderliebe? Versuch der Auslegung eines ’fast 
unversUndlichen’ Satzes im 1. Johannesbrief,” KD 16 
[1970] 223-28) sees a problem in the concept of 
“children of God,” and paraphrases v. 2a as follows: 
“This is the way in which we know that we in such a 
case also love the true children of God: whenever 
and as often as we, in true love for God, really keep 
his commandment (that is, his commandment of 
love)." Thus fellow human beings become “true” 
sisters and brothers “whenever they really practice 
this love of the brothers and sisters" (pp. 223-28). 
However, the concept of reVvo rov Stop as well as 
their acknowledgment as “brothers and sisters" is 
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V. The Love of God Obliges Us 


1 John 4:7 —5:4a 


abstract reflections on the relationship between love of 
God and love of the sisters and brothers. 24 It is not a 
question of theoretical analysis, but of a call to concrete 
action. This is expressed also by the seeming after¬ 
thought in the clause *ai rat evroXat avrov wotto/iev. 25 It 
is true that the verbs ti jpctv and iroieiv can alternate in 
the NT, and can refer to one and the same thing, but 
trot (Tv seems more strongly dynamic than Ti)p(iv 26 Doing 
the commandments of God is identical with “doing the 
will of God” (cf. 2:17). The plural Ivto Aot points beyond 
what is commanded in the immediate context (vv. 1-2: 
“faith and love”; cf. 3:23: the commandment to believe 
and to love). What is demanded is a clear and unmistak¬ 
able action on the part of those who believe, which is to 
be understood not only as a component part of love for 
God 27 but also as addressed to real conditions in the 
world. This is expressed in the following verse: the 
Christian demand to love the sisters and brothers is 
fulfilled when love for God is made a reality in the 


concrete situations of life. 

■ 3 The demonstrative aiSrTj, like iv Tovrm in v. 2, refers to 
what is to follow and is continued by the Ita clause. The 
author presents a new “definition” of agape by expanding 
the thought of v. 2: 28 love for God becomes a reality only 
when God's concrete commandments are kept. Even 
though it is not always possible to distinguish clearly 
among the different possible interpretations of the 
expression aydinj roS dcov, and although in this verse the 
subjective sense may also be in the background, 29 there 
can be no doubt, in light of the parallel with v. 2, that 
this is primarily an objective genitive. The relationship of 
agape that human beings have toward God cannot be 


already established by the context or cincAi)<ri'a (cf. 
3:1-2). 

22 Thus correctly Wengst. Brief, 203 (“the love brought 
about by God has no basis for recognition outside 
itselF); although it is not sufficient to say that God 
“does not [bring forth] an exclusive group or 
enlightened spirits, but [places them] in a community 
of needy brethren," since “love for the sisters and 
brothers” is not restricted to the social dimension in 1 
John; it includes, for example, cooperation in 
maintaining the unity of the congregation. Theodor 
Haring (DieJohannesbriefe [Stuttgart: Calwer, 1927] 
67) had already indicated that the section 4:7-21 
proceeded on the pattern of “love, faith, love” (vv. 7- 
12, 13-16, 17-21), while the section 5:1-12 was 
patterned as “faith, love, faith" (vv. la. lb-4,5-12); 
however, this arrangement can hardly correspond to 
any deliberate plan (Windisch and Preisker, Die 
Katholischen Briefe, 131). 

23 Against Brown, Epistles, 538, according to whom the 
author is speaking against the false teachers who 
think they love their sisters and brothers but do not 
love God (see also above, at 4:10). 

24 But see Braun, “Literar-Analyse," 275-76, who 
points to a ‘circle of statements in which, contrary to 
the schema previously observed, participation in 
salvation now yields the basis for recognizing the 
right kind of love... . Thus love for God. and the 
keeping of God’s commandments which is identical 
with it, can also be called a basis for recognition of 
love for the brethren (5:2).” 

25 The phrase rar evroXas voteiv appears only here in 


the NT (cf. Ignatius Eph. 9.2; 2 Clem. 4.5; 17.6, and 
frequently). Related to it is t'oii vopov iroielv (John 
7:19; Gal 5:3) or to BeXtipa too Beov vroifTi. (1 John 
2:17; John 4:34; 6:38, and frequently; Acts 13:22). 
The reading r W £p«< (K P [048] 3JI vg m “) is a 
secondary accommodation tojohannine usage; cf. 
2:3-5; 3:22, 24; 5:3; John 14:15, 21; 15:10 
(alternating with too Xoyov rrjpttv: 14:23-24; 15:20, 
and frequently); Ttiptiv rat evroXas also Matt 19:17. 

26 Thus Brown, Epistles, 539. Differently Herbert 
Braun, “ttokV” TDXT 6 (1968) 478, according to 
whom the context indicates that it is synonymous 
with T-ppeiv (cf. 1 John 5:3; Matt 23:3), xpoo-o-eu- 
(John 5:29; Rom 1:32, and frequently), or tpyafcofloi 
(Col 3:23). 

27 Against Bulimann, Epistles, 77, who interprets v. 2b 
as hendiadys. Thus also Joseph Bonsirven. Epitres de 
Saint Jean (VS 9; 1936; 2d ed.; Paris: Beauchesne, 

1954) 221: “To love God is to carry out his 
commandments.” 

28 The relatively infrequent introductory yap (also in 
4:20; 2 John 11; 3 John 3, 7) where one would expect 
a Koi(as in 2:25; 3:23; 5:4, 11, 14; 2 John 6) does not 
mark a new beginning (as Schnackenburg writes: 
Epistles, 228). It indicates, rather, the causal 
connection with v. 2. For the interpretation of agape, 
cf. 4:10; 2John 6 (on which see below). 

29 As. for example, in 2:5; 3:17; 4:9-10;cf. 3:1; John 
15:9-10, and frequently; Brown, Epistles, 254-57, 
540. 
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understood one-dimensionally. As v. 2 already said, it is The concluding clause in this verse, <cai ai ivroXat 

tied to the carrying out of the ivroXat that God has given. avrov flapeTai ovx dcriv, only appears to be related to the 

In the other Johannine writings the plural can be rabbinic distinction between easy and difficult command- 

interchanged with the singular ivr oAij; 30 but in 1 John a ments. 33 In reality, the author is not distinguishing 
distinction is drawn between the new and old love between different classes of commandments in the way 

commandment (singular: 2:7-8) or between the one that is familiar to the OT and Jewish tradition. Nor does 

commandment of faith and love (3:23) and God’s he refer elsewhere to the OT and its Jewish interpreta- 

commandments, which are not to be limited to the tion. On this basis, it does not seem proper to suppose 

demand for agape, even though it is obviously a back- that this passage is taking a position on the question of 

ground to all of them. 31 The “commandments” are not justification by works, because the whole problem of law 
defined with any more precision; plurality is characteris- and justification is not under discussion. The adjective 
tic of them. The commandment to love God is not a fiapvt, found only here in the whole Johannine corpus, 

fetter that chains human actions in bondage. It implies means “difficult to fulfil.” 34 The question why God’s 

from the beginning the undefined duty to act always and commandments are not difficult is neither asked nor 
in every constantly changing historical situation, as a answered. The comforting thought that God gives us the 

Christian and as Christ's community, in a way that power to keep the commandments 35 has no basis in this 

corresponds to the will of God (cf. 2:17; John 4:34). Such text, no matter how much support it finds in Pauline 

a demand is understandable in itself. Its interpretation theology. 36 Nor is it a matter of contrast, as if to say that, 

does not require the positing of any “anti-gnostic on the one hand, God did not make the commandments 

tendency” 32 within it. It is addressed to the Christian difficult, and therefore they are easily managed; 37 on the 

community as a whole, which is called upon “to obey his other hand, human beings are equipped with adequate 
word,” so that Xoyov avrov r-qpdv is identical with rat strength and therefore must not fail in what is demanded 

ivroXat avrov ri)pdv (2:4-5; cf. John 14:23-24). of them. 38 Instead, this statement is to be located within 

30 Cf. 2 John 6; John 10:18; 12:49-50 with 15:10. For the religious duties to the most difficult of them all. 

the shift from singular to plural in the use of the The easiest of them all is sending forth the dam from 

word twroAij, see the excursus above on “crroAij." the fledglings [Deut 22:7]. The most difficult of them 

31 Thus in 2 John 5-6 keeping the commandment of all is honoring father and mother. Yet in regard to 

mutual love is interpreted as “walking according to both of them, the same reward is specified: ‘that your 

God’s commandments"; cf. also the connection days may be long'" (The Talmud of the Land of Israel, 

between the agape commandment and “keeping the vol. 26: Qiddushin [trans. Jacob Neusner; Chicago 

commandments" in the Fourth Gospel (see n. 25 Studies in the History of Judaism; Chicago: 

above). University of Chicago Press, 1984] 106). 

32 Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 228; cf. his interpreta- 34 It occurs in this sense only here in the NT; cf. Philo 

tion of 2:3-5, where he contrasts the “clarity and Spec. leg. 1.299 (otrclroi... 6 fltot ohhiv fiaph: “God 

simplicity of the Christian ethic" with the gnostic asks nothing ... that is heavy”); differently Matt 

“perversion of moral sensitivity’ (p. 96). 23:23 (“weighty"); 23:4 (“heavy")—in contrast to 

33 On the distinction between easy and difficult 11:30 (cXatppov = “easy to bear’); cf. also Acts 25:7 

commandments in the rabbinic tradition, cf. Str-B and 2 Cor 10:10 (“weighty"); Acts 20:29 (“savage”). 

1.901-2:‘They called'easy commandments'in 35 Thus Brown, Epistles, 541; Dodd, Epistles, 126; 

particular those that placed only minor demands on Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen Briefe, 131. 

the strength or property of human beings’ (e.g., Cf. 1QM xi.4-5; Herm. Man. 12.4.3-5; 1 Clem. 50.2. 

Deut 12:23; 22:7; Lev 23:42; Gen 2:17); “while those 36 Cf. Phil 4:13. 

were difficult that required a lot of money or might 37 Cf. Deut 30:11-14; Matt 11:30; 23:4; Herm. Man. 

even be connected with mortal danger’ (e.g., Exod 12.4.S-5; Philo Spec. leg. 1.299, 301 -2; Ahr. 5; 

20:12; Gen 17:10). It followed from this distinction Praem. poen. 80. 

that difficult commandments were seen as important 38 Thus Windisch and Preisker, Die Katholischen Briefe 
(Matt 22:36), easy commandments as rather less 131, with reference to 1 John 2:13-14, 29; 3:9; 4:4; 

important or slight (Matt 5:19). Cf y. QidduSin 1.7 Herm. Man. 12.3.4-6; but the passages mentioned for 

(61b [1.61b, 5f]): Rabbi Abba bar Kahana(ca. 310) 1 John are not persuasive; not even 3:9 (oh hhvarat 

said: “The Scripture has compared the easiest of all apapr drew) can be adduced to support this thesis, 
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V. The Love of God Obliges Us 


1 John 4:7—5:4a 


the context of the train of thought already established: 
the existence of those born of God is expressed—as was 
said in vv. 1-2—in love for God and for the sisters and 
brothers. This location presumes existence and abiding 
“in God”; Christians live in and from their community 
with God. 39 As the Matthean Jesus can recommend his 
yoke to his disciples as something easy and light because 
it leads them on the way of righteousness and not on the 
path of error and hypocrisy (Matt 11:30), so in the 
opinion of this author the commandments given by God 
should not be seen as “difficult,” because in the life that is 
lived in community with God they are eo ipso fulfilled. 
Such a statement does not intend to provoke some kind 
of “Christian” quietism; it means that keeping God’s 
commandments is the Christian’s ongoing duty. 40 
■ 4a This clause, which forms the first half of v. 4, also 
asserts that the fact of belonging to God has created a 
new situation. The causal on emphasizes the connection: 
the keeping of the commandments, which characterizes 
the community and is presented to it as its duty, has its 
basis in Christians’ being born of God. 41 The neutral nav 
underscores still more sharply than would the masculine 
iras 42 (which would also be possible here) the general 
nature of this statement. Wherever human beings love 
God, the ethical demand will be not only theoretically 
acknowledged but fulfilled in practice. This is possible 
because believers, as such, are withdrawn from the 
world’s sphere of domination. It is true that everyone 
who belongs to those yfyfvwqfitvev ex tov deov (that is, 
every believer, as the parallel in v. 1 makes clear) exists 
within the world. It is to the world as a whole, and not 


only to the believing community, that the Son was sent 
(2:2). But being in the world is an existence that places 
believers in jeopardy ; it constantly puts them to the test 
and contains within itself the danger of apostasy and loss 
of their condition of belonging to God (2:16-17). In face 
of this situation, the author can make the assertion and 
promise to the community that overcoming the world is 
an essential element of faith. 

The word vixav has already occurred, in 2:13-14 (with 
reference to the young men who have overcome the evil 
one), and in 4:4 (speaking of the community, of whom it 
is said that they have conquered the false teachers). At 
this point, the most extensive occurrence in 1 John, the 
verb describes the relationship of believers to the world. 
There is a parallel passage in the Fourth Gospel, a 
unique usage by that evangelist. The Revealer consoles 
his disciples about the persecution they face in the world, 
saying: “I have conquered the world” (John 16:33). Here, 
in I John 5:4a, the author says the same thing, in the 
present tense, about believers. Verse 5 will show that the 
christological background is also in view. As indicated by 
the mutually independent traditions in the Fourth 
Gospel and in 1 John, the Johannine circle gave ongoing 
testimony to the overcoming of the power of the 
universe through the appearance of Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God. 

One can still discern hints of the apocalyptic compo¬ 
nent, according to which the future final event will be 
characterized by the victory of the Christians who 
overcome the ruinous and corrupt powers of the 
universe, 43 at least to the extent that the world is of its 


human ability (see above on 3:9). 

39 Cf. 2:9 (“being in the light”); 2:10 (“living in the 
light'); 2:6, 27-28; 4:13, 15, and frequently 
(“abiding in [him = God]’); 2:5; 5:20 (“being in 
God”). 

40 Cf. also Wengst, Brief, 203, according to whom v. 3 is 
to be understood as a challenge to the readers ‘to 
involve themselves in the praxis of love for the sisters 
and brothers’; of course, it should be said that the 
expression “the commandments’ points beyond the 
realm of love of the sisters and brothers (see above). 

41 Bultmann (Epistles , 77) also rightly rejects every form 
of ‘ethical idealism or optimism’ and emphasizes 
“that the sentence is conceived on the presupposition 
of faith: in ttSv to yeyevv^ivov » rov fl.oC v.«5 rot, 


BDF §138 n. 1; cf. also Brown, Epistles, 541-42. 
Schnackenburg ( Epistles, 229 n. 99) refers to o r/v air’ 
apx^r (1:1), which “perhaps’ is kept [not “must be 
regarded as" as in the published ET—Trans.] 
‘intentionally general" (p. 56). 

43 Rev 2:26; 21:17; because of the victory of the Lamb, 
already accomplished, it can also be said of the 
Christian martyrs that through their death they have 
conquered the “accuser" (12:11). 
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very essence transitory (cf. 2:17). What is important for 
the author is that the victory over the world is not 
something that will appear only in the future, but that it 
is happening everywhere that people are “born of God.” 
There is no detailed inquiry about the nature of the 
cosmic rule from which believers have escaped. Whether 
it is a matter of the em6vp.ia.t of the world that threaten 


Christians (2:17), or of the evil one (2:13-14), or of the 
antichrist as embodied in the false teachers (4:4)—what 
is crucial is that, by means of believers’ belonging to God, 
whatever is at enmity with God, however it expresses 
itself within the world and however it is represented by 
the world, is condemned to nothingness, and it can no 
longer exercise its power over believers. 44 


44 Thus also Brown, Epistles, 305: “but since the 
Johannine Christians in koinonia with the author 
belong to God, he can say to them: ‘You have 


conquered these people, for he who is in you is 
greater than he who is in the world’ (4:4)." 



Section VI: Dogmatic Exposition 

1 John 5:4b-12 


Faith Founded on the Testimony 
of Water, Blood, and Spirit 1 


4b And this is the victory that conquers the 

world, our faith. 5/ Who is it that 
conquers the world but the one who 
believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 6/ 
This is the one who came by water and 
blood. Jesus Christ, not with the water 
only but with the water and the blood. 
And the Spirit is the one that testifies, for 
the Spirit is the truth. 7/ There are three 
that testify: 8/ the Spirit and the water 
and the blood, and these three agree [or: 
are one]. 9/ If we receive human testi¬ 
mony, the testimony of God is greater; for 
this is the testimony of God that [God] 
has testified to [God's] Son. 10/ Those 
who believe in the Son of God have the 
testimony in their hearts. Those who do 
not believe in God have made [God] a liar 
by not believing in the testimony that 
God has given concerning [God's] Son. 

11/ And this is the testimony: God gave 
us eternal life, and this life is in [God's] 
Son. 12/ Whoever has the Son has life; 
whoever does not have the Son of God 
does not have life. 


■ 4b We begin with v. 4b. It was preceded by a parenetic brothers and sisters is given on an eschatological level: 
section expressing the obligation to love the sisters and 
brothers (4:7—5:4a). The condition of this love of the 


1 Literature: Markus Barth. Die Taufe—ein Sahrament ? 
(Zurich: Evangelischer Verlag, 1951); M. C. de Boer. 
“Jesus the Baptizer: 1 John 5:5-8 and the Gospel of 
John,"yBL 107 (1988) 87-106; Francois-Marie 
Braun, “L’Eau et I’Esprit," RThom 49 (1949) 5-30, 
esp. 20-22, on 1 John 5:6; Oscar S. Brooks, “The 
Johannine Eucharist: Another Interpretation,"yf)L 
82 (1963) 293-300; James Denney, “He That Came 
by Water and Blood (1 John 5,6)," Exp. 7th series, 5 
(1908) 416-28; A. Greiff, “Die drei Zeugen im 1 Joh 
5,7ff,” ThQ 114 (1933) 465-80; Annie Jaubert, “O 
Espirito, e Agua e o Sangue (1 Jo 5,7-8)," in S. Voigt 
and F. Vier, eds., Actualidades Biblicas (Festschrift for 
J. J. Edreira de Castro; Petropolis, Brazil: Vozes, 
1971)616-20; P. W. Keppler, “Geist. Wasser und 
Blut: Zur ErklSrung von 1 Joh 5,6-13," TAQ68 
(1886) 3-25; Albert KlOpper, “1 Joh 5,6-12," ZWTh 
43 (1900) 378-400, 585-602; Thomas W. Manson, 
“Entry into Membership of the Early Church.’yTS 
48 (1947) 25-32; Manuel Miguens, “Tres testigos: 
Espiritu, agua, sangre," SBFLA 22 (1972) 74-94; 
Nauck, Tradition, 147-82; lgnace de la Potterie. “La 


notion de Temoignage dans Saint Jean," Sacra Pagina 
(2 vols.; BEThL 12-13; Louvain/Paris: Librairie 
Lecoffre, 1959)2.193-208; Georg Richter, “Blut 
und Wasser aus der durchbohrten Seite Jesu (Joh 
19,34b)," MThZ 21 (1970) 1-21, reprinted in idem. 
Studien zum Johannesevangelium (ed. Josef Hainz; BU 
13; Regensburg: Pustet, 1977) 120-42; Eduard 
Schweizer, “Das johanneische Zeugnis vom 
Herrenmahl," EvTh 12 (1952/53) 341 -63; Wilhelm 
Thilsing, Die Erhdhung und Verherrlichungjesu im 
Johannesevangelium (Munster Aschendorff, 1960); 
Hermann-Josef Venetz, “Zeuge des ErhOhten: Ein 
exegetischer Beitrag zu Joh 19,31-37," FZPhTh 23 
(1976) 81-111; idem, “'Durch Wasser und Blut 
gekommen': Exegetische Uberlegungen zu 1 Joh 
5.6," in Ulrich Luz and Hans Weder, eds., Die Mitte 
des Neuen Testaments: Einheit und Vielfalt neutestament- 
licher Theologie: Festschrift file Eduard Schwei&r zum 
siebzigsten Geburtstag (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 8c 
Ruprecht, 1983) 345-61; R. Winterbotham, “The 
Spirit and the Water and the Blood," Exp. 8th series, 
2(1911)62-71. 
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faith in Jesus and being born of God, 2 as well as love of 
God. The ethical intention of this eschatological 
exposition is indicated by the fact that ayairq tov fitou is 
paralleled by the keeping of the commandments (v. 3). 
All these features separate the preceding section from 
the text at hand. On the one hand, that the former ends 
with v. 4a is indicated by the key expression ytvvaodai « 
roS fieoO (v. 4a), which refers not to 5:1 but back to the 
beginning of the section at 4:7b, and appears again only 
at 5:18. Consequently, it does not determine what 
immediately follows. On the other hand, the concept of 
irioru as an interpretation of the vt *3 tov Koopov (v. 4a) 
sounds the opening note of the new section (cf. v. 5), 
which will present a theoretical teaching about the 
content of faith and the three witnesses. The section 
ends with v. 12, as the new beginning at v. 13 shows; 
there typa\pa functions as a summary of what has gone 
before. The language of the preceding part of the verse 
(v. 4a) refers to the contrast between being born of God 
and life from the world, while in its content it presumes 
the Johannine dualism. With these two features it serves 
to summarize the preceding parenesis. As was already 
said with regard to 2:15, an orientation to the world 
signifies that one has submitted to the world’s criteria 
and is, at the same time, separated from the love of the 
Father. In contrast, their origin in God means for 
believers that they keep the commandments and 
overcome the world (cf. 4:4-6). 

■ 5 Thus the Christian community’s overcoming of the 
world is not based on an ethical-individualistic or secular- 
optimistic attitude. Instead, its distance from the world is 
to be interpreted in an exclusively eschatological mode. 
The noun ttIotis, whose only occurrence in the Johan¬ 
nine writings is in v. 4b, plays on this eschatological state 
of salvation. There is obviously no opposition here 
between “faith” and “works” in a Pauline sense. Instead, 
the word mons must be interpreted to correspond with 
the verb mortvuv. “Faith” in the Johannine writings is 
not a theoretical assessment of the truth of something. 


but an acknowledgment, that is, the acceptance of the 
sending of Jesus (see the association with yivutontiv in 1 
John 4:16). This acceptance and surrender is expressed 
in confession of faith (see the association with opoXoytiv 
in 4:15-16). The noun mo -tis in this verse therefore 
implies an acknowledgment, a “confession.” 3 The 
reference is to a real, current situation: the background 
is apparently the teaching of the opponents who deny 
that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and cast doubt on the 
interpretation of the person of the historical Jesus as an 
eschatological promise of salvation (cf. 2:18-25 and the 
excursus on false teachers at 1 John 2:25). 

■ 6 In opposition to false teaching, v. 5 pointed to the 
content of the confession of faith and to Jesus as Son of 
God. Now, with the words vbwp and aipa (vv. 6 and 8), 
concrete assertions are made against the opposing 
teaching. “Water” and “blood” are characterized by their 
relationship to nvfipa, so that in what follows the author 
can speak of “three witnesses” (vv. 7-8). 

The history of research on this verse offers a picture of 
disparate conclusions. The interpretation of the words 
“water” and “blood” is particularly diverse. The church 
fathers saw here a reference to the sacraments of 
Baptism and Eucharist, 4 an interpretation that is 
maintained by scarcely anyone at present 5 because it 
does not fit the christological context: ’ Itjo-oCs Xpioros is 
the one of whom is said 6 tAfiitv 8t’ iJ8aroj xai atparos. 
The aorist participle reflects a past event and refers to a 
punctual, completed fact, in contrast to the perfect 
eAijAvfiora, which describes a situation resulting from a 
past action. 6 This means that the author is thinking of 
the two christological “saving realities,” the baptism and 
sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. While it is true that Jesus’ 
baptism is not specifically described in the Fourth 
Gospel, it is presupposed, in accord with the Synoptic 
tradition, that Jesus was baptized by John the Baptizer. 7 
It was evident earlier (at 1:7; 2:1—2; 3:16; 4:10) that in 1 
John the death of Jesus is interpreted as an atoning 
sacrifice to wipe out the guilt of sin. If an opposing, 


Cf. 5:1. On ytvvaa, see Friedrich Buchsel, iaa>," 
TDNT 1 (1964) 665-66,671-72; BAGD 155. 

Cf. above at 4:15-16. It appears that the combina¬ 
tion of faith and confession indicates an early 
Catholic notion of a creed; but this kind of parallel 
can be attested even in Paul (Rom 10:8-9). Cf. the 
excursus below on “Early Catholicism.' For the 
concept of vbni/miiav see above at 5:4a. 


Thus Ambrose, Augustine, John Chrysostom, Cyril 
of Alexandria; Tertullian differs (Bapt. 16). 

But see Ernst Gunther, Moprvs: Die Geschichte ernes 
Wortes (Gutersloh: Bertelsmann, 1941), according to 
whom v. 6a (“by water and blood”) conceals a 
sacramental formula (p. 137 n. 2). 

Cf. 4:2; BDF § 318. 

John 1:6-8, 15, 19-37; 3:22-36. No connection can 
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docetic teaching is in view, the reference back to the 
baptism and death of Jesus, the beginning and end of 
Jesus’ life, emphasizes that these are to be understood as 
real, historical events, and that eschatological salvation 
cannot be separated from the empirical person of the 
earthly Jesus. It is possible, but cannot be proved, that in 
addition one should understand from the expression ovk 
iv tS> tiban novov that the author sees himself confronted 
by a heretical adoptionist christology, according to which 
the heavenly Christ was joined to the earthly Jesus at the 
time of his baptism, since the presumption of 4:2 seems 
to be only that the opponents disputed the fact of the 
incarnation. 8 What is more important is that, apparently, 
the shift of the bta construction to one with iv also 
introduces a change in the system of theological coordi¬ 


nates, and that in the phrase iv rib i'Sari *at iv t£> aipan it 
is no longer simply the baptism and death of Jesus 
(including its atoning effect), but also the two community 
sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper that are 
the object of the instruction. 9 Even though both particles 
can have an instrumental meaning, iv is more likely to 
indicate “the ongoing effectiveness” of the Christ-event 
in the sacraments. 10 This means that the opponents, who 


be drawn between our text and John 4:14, according 
to which the water given by Jesus the Revealer 
bestows eternal life; in the latter viiop is used as a 
symbol for the Revealer’s word, and not for the 
sacrament. John 3:5 is more important: the new birth 

understanding, in baptism. Venetz differs: he 
disputes both the reference to the baptism of Jesus 
and to the sacrament, favoring instead a soteriolog- 
ical interpretation (“Durch Wasser und Blut,” 347- 
48, 357). But it remains an open question how v. 6 
(with its reference to vbtnp and at pa) can address “a 
soteriological error," unless Jesus' baptism is pre¬ 
supposed. (This is said in response to idem, “Durch 
Wasser und Blut," 347.) The suggestion of de la 
Potterie (Sacra Pagina, 2.203-5) is also improbable. 
He wishes to refer the aorist soteriologically to the 
overall purpose of the sending of the Son of God, 
while the perfect applies to a particular aspect of 
Christ's having come. But in the mind of the author 
of 1 John it is impossible to play off the soteriological 
against the christological meaning: the fact that Jesus 
Christ has come by water and blood, that is, in his 
baptism and death on the cross, and therefore "in the 
flesh’ (4:2), is understood, as our text shows, as the 
crucial saving event and the foundation of the victory 
of Christian faith over the world. It is this very reality 
that is grasped by faith and made concrete in the 
community through the sacraments of Baptism and 
the Lord's Supper. 

8 In response to Bultmann, Epistles, 80: on this, cf. the 
excursus above on the false teachers at 2:25. 

also in Gunther Bornkamm, “Zum Verstandnis des 
Gottesdienstes," in idem. Das Ende des Geselzes: 
Gesammelte Aufsatoe (BEvTh 16; 1966) 113-32. ET: 


“On the Understanding of Worship,” in Bornkamm, 
Early Christian Experience: A Selection of Articles 
Translated by Paul L. Hammer from the German 
(London: SCM, 1969), 161-79. According to this 
essay the reference to the water is not about baptism, 
certainly, but instead to a “gnostic water-eucharist’ 
that, in accord with Mandaean tradition and in a 
manner similar to Christian baptism, signifies the 
reception of the heavenly water of life. A combina¬ 
tion of eucharistic liturgy and warning against false 
teachers is posited from the earliest period (idem, 
128-30, with reference to Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 11:27- 
32; 16:22; Heb 6:4-6; 13:9-10; Rev 22:15; 1 Clem. 
34; Did. 10.6). But one cannot conclude from the 
evidence at hand that the “false teachers” in 1 John 
celebrated a water-eucharist. For vbtnp as the water of 
baptism, cf. also Acts 8:36-39; 10:47; Eph 5:26; Heb 
10:22; 1 Pet 3:20; Did. 7.1-3. Regarding the textual 
tradition: on the one hand, it appears that a remi¬ 
niscence of John 3:5 lies behind the reading of v. 6 
attested by minuscules 954, 1241, and others, 
whereby the word aiparos has been replaced by 
nvebvaros; on the other hand, the addition of 
■nvcbpMTos as a third member (K A 614, 1505, 1739', 
2495) or in the second place (P 69, 323, 945, 1241, 
1739) is to be regarded as an anticipation of the 
following triplet (vv. 7-8). This addition acknowl¬ 
edges that the author is here concerned with “the 
characterization of the historical reality of the Son of 
God having come in the flesh" (Bultmann, Epistles, 80 
n. 2). 

10 Thus Heinrich J. Holtzmann, Evangelium, Briefe und 
Offenbarung des Johannes (HKNT 4; 2d ed.; Freiburg 
im Breisgau and Leipzig: Mohr, 1893) ad loc. ’Ev 
with the dative in the NT often represents the dativus 
sociativus, describing the accompanying circum- 
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presumably are baptized, 11 did not reject water baptism, 
but took a critical posture toward the Eucharist, as can be 
established for other docetic groups as well. 12 

A reference to the sacraments is also favored by the 
consideration that in 1 John 1:7 the word oijio describes 
the death of Jesus, interpreted in the sense of an atoning 
sacrifice as the cause of sins being forgiven, but in the 


Fourth Gospel the same word, taken together with trapf, 
refers to the eucharistic elements, 13 and John 19:34b 
(“and at once blood and water came out”) seems also to 
suggest a double meaning: both the confirmation of the 
historical fact of Jesus’ death and the basis for the 
community’s sacramental actions in Baptism and 
Eucharist. 14 When in v. 6a the facticity of Jesus’ baptism 


stances, the manner and kind of an event (BDF 
§ 198). It is, of course, also possible that the 
preposition Sid in combination with epx«rt)<u implies 
a local meaning (cf. BAGD 179; Albert Kldpper, “1. 
Joh. 5,6-12," ZWTh 43 (1900) 378-400; Chaine, Les 
epitres catholiques, 213: the way by which Jesus came), 
so that this would certainly be part of the thought 
contained in the following iv: the Son of God has 
come in water and blood and is present in his 
community. This interpretation would approach that 
of the church fathers, according to whom the text 
speaks of the sacraments as early as v. 6a-b. However, 
the participle eA Sdtv suggests that v. 6a is to be 
interpreted christologically; nonetheless, it is 
uncertain whether the same participle can be 
supposed to apply to v. 6b. It is also possible that a 
present participle may be implied, corresponding to 
v. 6c, so that the reference to the community’s 
sacrament is anticipated as early as v. 6b (against 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 233-34; Norbert Brox, 
Zeuge und Martyrer: Untersuchungen zurfruhchristlichen 
Zeugnis-Terminologie [SANT 5; Munich: Kostel, 1961] 
86-88, also differs: in addition, he rejects a 
sacramental interpretation for v. 8, because he does 
not consider a change of meaning from Simp to ai'pa 
possible). 

11 Cf. above at 2:19. The expression ovk iv rip Start 
povov apparently implies an opposing assertion. One 
can conclude from John 3:5 that baptism was 
generally practiced in the Johannine communities 
(see n. 7 above). It is improbable that the author is 
speaking in opposition to Jews and disciples of John 
the Baptizer who accept only a cleansing with water 
and a baptism in water (Windisch and Preisker, Die 
Katholischen Briefe, 132); that kind of confrontation 
cannot be presumed for the proximate environment 
of our text. It is also difficult to accommodate to the 
author’s perspective the idea that only Jesus’ atoning 
death on the cross is emphasized here, and not the 
event of his baptism; cf. Herbert Klos, Die Sakramente 
imjohannesevangelium (SBS 46; Stuttgart: 

Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1970) 78-79; similarly 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 233: “But it is in his [bloody] 
death on the cross that the redemption is really 
fulfilled”; Brown ( Epistles, 577-78) regards this last as 
the most probable of four possible solutions. 


However, the association of ‘water and blood’ is 
characteristic and makes clear, in contrast to the 
opposing teaching, that Jesus' earthly existence as 
Son of God is the basis of Christian faith and hope; 
the sacrificial death of Jesus makes a significant, but 
not the only, contribution to it. 

Cf. Ignatius Smym. 1.1; 6.1; 7.1; Phld. 4; Eph. 13.1; 
Epiphanius Pan. 30.16.1; G. Gentz, “Aquarii," RAC 
1.574-75. 

John 6:53-56; so also Ignatius Phld. 4 (" . . . a single 
eucharist. For there is one flesh of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, and one cup of his blood, that makes us one, 
and one altar’); cf. 1 Cor 10:16-17 (cup of blessing = 
blood of Christ, breaking of bread = communion in 
the body of Christ; for the eucharistic “cup," see also 
Mark 14:23 par.). The words dipa and trap£ have 
another meaning in the prologue to the Fourth 
Gospel; here they are ordered to the dualistic 
concept of the fourth evangelist (John 1:13). Ernst 
Kasemann differs (The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the 
Gospel ofJohn in the Light of Chapter 1 7 [trans. Gerhard 
Krodel; London: SCM; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968] 
27-28), as does Vielhauer ( Geschichte, 452), according 
to whom the fourth evangelist is opposing the church 
of his own time by showing reserve toward the 
sacrament, and also toward apostolic office and the 
church as institution; cf. also Gunther Bornkamm, 
“Die eucharistische Rede imjohannesevangelium,’ 
ZNW 47 (1956) 161-69; here John 6:51c-58 is 
attributed to the ecclesiastical redaction rather than 
to the evangelist, because vv. 60-71 continue the 
imagery ofvv. 26-5lb. In opposition to this, 
however, see Klos, Sakramente, 61-62, who correctly 
points out the controlling concept “Son of Man” in 
John 6:27, 53,62; also Wilhelm ThUsing, Die 
Erhdhung und Verherrlichungjesu im Johannes- 
evangelium (NTAbh n.f. 21, 1/2; 2d ed.; Munster: 
Aschendorff, 1970) 258ff.; Hartwig Thyen, Studien 
zur Silndenvergebung im Neuen Testament und seinen 
alttestamentlichen und jiidischen Voraussetzungen 
(FRLANT 96; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1970) 127; Ulrich Wilckens, “Dec 
eucharistische Abschnitt dec johanneischen Rede 
vom Lebensbrot (Joh 6,51c-58),’ in Helmut 
Merklein and Joachim Lange, eds., Biblische 
Randbemerkungen: Schttlerfestschrift fur Rudolf 
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as well as his death is stated, in opposition to the docetic 
objection to the reality of the earthly existence of Jesus 
Christ, one may suppose that the emphasis on the 
sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist (v. 6b) is appro¬ 
priate to this kind of antidocetic purpose, and that the 
twofold mention of “water and blood” in v. 6a-b is 
attributable to the text’s two-layered usage of those 

The author of 1 John is not teaching sacramentalism, 
even though he emphasizes the paradoxical fusion of the 
eschaton with history not only in the earthly existence of 
Jesus Christ but also in the sacraments. It is not yet dear 
that the elements “water and blood” have a soteriological 
effect in and of themselves. The sacraments do not work 
ex opere operato, and have nothing in common with magic. 


Rather, they are characterized by their connection with 
the pneuma, to whom the function of paprvpeiv is 
expressly attributed. The copula xai refers back to the 
beginning of v. 6. Thus the coming, in the past, of Jesus 
Christ as Son of God and the witness of the Spirit are 
placed in parallel. It is not only the fact of the Son of 
God’s having come but also the presence of the Spirit 
that attests the truth for the community. The present 
participle paprvpovv expresses the fact that the Christian 
community is not dependent solely on eye- and ear- 
witnesses who bring the past event of Christ near to them 
(cf. 1:1-4), because the truth of Christian faith is also 
guaranteed for it by the Spirit. 16 


Schnackenburg (2d ed.; Wurzburg: Echter, 1974) 
220-65; cf. esp. 264-65; Schnelle, Antidocetic 
Chrislology, 208-10; Peder Borgen, Bread from Heaven 
(NovTSup 10; Leiden: Brill, 1965)86-88, 185-86, 
191. In patristic tradition, John 6 was interpreted not 
only in terms of the Eucharist (John Chrysostom 
Horn, in Joh. 46; Cyprian Testimonia 1.22), but also in 
an allegorical sense (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 1.3.12: Christ 
is speaking not of his flesh, but of his words; 
Augustine Traclalus 26.15.18-19; 27.6: Body and 
blood of Christ mean the community of his body and 
its members, i.e., the holy church). That the text 
speaks of the <rapf of Christ, rather than of his <ra>pa 
(“body") as in the Synoptic Last Supper texts, says 
nothing against a eucharistic interpretation; cf., 
rather, Ignatius Rom. 7.3; Phld. 4.1; 11.2; Smym. 7.1; 
Justin 1 Apot. 1.66. 

14 Contrary to what Bultmann says, John 19:34 is not to 

compatible with the evangelist's ideas; cf. Klos, 
Sakramente, 75; Schnelle, Antidocetic Chrislology, 208- 
10. Schnackenburg (John. 3.291) emphasizes that 
one should think of a symbolic meaning and 
therefore of the sacraments. For the acceptance of a 
two-layered meaning in the Johannine statement, see 
also Hermann Strathmann, “paprus,” TDNT 4 (1967) 
497-502; cf. in addition Walter Bauer, Das 
Johanncsevangelium (HNT 6; 3d ed.; Tubingen: Mohr 
[Siebeck], 1933) 226, who rests his sacramental 
interpretation on John Chrysostom Horn, in Joh. 85.3 
(PC 59.463). The close relationship to 1 John 5:6 is 
obvious. That John 19:34b mentions aljia first is in 
accord with the given situation of Jesus’ bloody death 
on the cross, while 1 John 5:6, in placing “water- 
first, also argues in harmony with its situation. 


namely, by first mentioning what the author and his 
opponents have in common and then referring to the 
blood, in opposition to the docetic position (against 
Bultmann, John, 678 n. 1, on 1 John 5:6: “this 
concept has nothing to do with Jn. 19.34; for here 
the paradoxical thing is not the blood but the water”). 

15 The church fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries 
(Ambrose, Augustine, John Chrysostom, Cyril) 
advocated a sacramental interpretation, while 
Tertullian Bapt. 16.1-2 referred the water to Jesus' 
own baptism. For an interpretation in terms of the 
incarnation, see Wengst, Hdresie und Orthodoxie, 19- 
20. Wengst is of the opinion that the opponents of 
the author of 1 John made a sharp distinction 
between the earthly Jesus and the heavenly Son of 
God as the Spirit. Then the Spirit would have 
descended on Jesus “through water," or “in water" (at 
his baptism), and left him again before his death. The 
author of 1 John would, in contrast, be assigning only 
the function of witness to the Spirit, and emphasizing 
the identity of Jesus and the Son of God, as was done 
already in 4:2 by the assertion of his having come in 
water and blood (with reference to Ignatius Eph. 

18.2; Irenaeus Adv. haer. 3.11.3). 

16 According to Venetz (“Durch Wasser und Blut," 356) 
not only v. 6a but also v. 6b-c and v. 8 refer to the 
experience that “Jesus Christ is the true giver of life 

. .. and that this life is to be had nowhere but in the 
crucified.' What is correct in this more dogmatic 
than exegetical statement is that the Spirit’s 
witnessing (v. 8) resumes the thought of v. 6b-c. But 
precisely the fact that the Spirit is understood by the 
community as a life-giving reality makes the 
conclusion inescapable that according to v. 6b-c the 
testimony of the “three witnesses” (vv. 7-8) concerns 
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Just as Christians from of old have regarded the Spirit 
as the gift given in baptism (Mark 1:10 par.; Heb 6:4), so 
the Johannine circle presumes that the community 
possesses the Spirit of God. Thus the Fourth Gospel 
knows that Jesus received the Spirit at baptism (John 
1:32-33), and this is true also of believers, whose new 
birth is “of water and spirit” (3:5-6). Existence “in spirit 
and truth” is the condition for genuine worship (4:23- 
24). A corresponding attitude is guaranteed by the 
Paraclete, who is identified with the Holy Spirit, 
interprets the Christ-event, and accompanies the 
community on its journey through time (14:17, 26; 

15:26; 16:13; cf. 20:22: the Spirit as the Risen One’s gift 
to the disciples). 

In 1 John the gift of the Spirit is given to the commu¬ 
nity in the (2:20, 27). Through this gift, the 

sacramental actions are made effective. The Spirit’s 
papTvptiv, which takes place in conjunction with the 
sacraments, is not automatic; it requires believing 
acceptance. The sacrament thereby escapes a sacramen- 
talistic interpretation; the “witnessing” interprets both 
the Christ-event and the sacramental event. The Spirit 
leads to knowledge of the truth of God and is itself “true” 
(2:27), even “the truth” itself (5:6). Those who are 
possessed by the Spirit understand not only that the 
Spirit’s testimony is true, but also that the eschatological 
truth is revealed through the Spirit. 17 Such testimony is 


critically opposed to false teaching and at the same time 
points the Christian community of the present time 
(fo-Ttv) to the foundation and content of its faith. It is 
maintained by the Spirit in true knowledge (2:27; 4:13), 
and also in its confession that Jesus is the Son sent by God 
into our earthly reality (4:1 -3). 18 


Excursus: Maprvpetv 19 

The words fiaprvpelv and fiaprvpi'a are Johannine 
favorites. The verb appears in the Fourth Gospel 33 
times, in 1-3 John 10 times (33 times in the rest of the 
NT). The noun is found 14 times in the Fourth 
Gospel, 7 times in 1-3 John (16 times in the rest of the 
NT). By contrast, the related words fiaprvs, fiap- 
TvptvSa i, and fiaprvptov, which are quite frequent in 
the remaining NT, are not found in the Johannine 
writings. While the verb fiaprvpciv also has a secular 
meaning (in the Fourth Gospel especially in combina¬ 
tion with rhetorical expressions: 3:28; 12:17; 18:23) 
the transition to a religious significance is subtle (cf. 3 
John 12). The same is true of the noun, which can be 
used actively (“bearing witness") and passively 
(“testimony") (active: John 1:7; Rev 11:7; passive: Mark 
14:56, 59; Luke 22:71;John 8:17; 19:35; 21:24; 3 
John 12). and which has both secular (testimony before 
the court: Mark 14:55-56, 59; Luke 22:71;John 8:17) 
and theological (1 John 5:9, 10, 11; John 1:19; 3:11, 
32-33; 8:14; Rev 1:2, 9; 6:9; 12:11; 19:10; 20:4) 
applications. 


not only the saving events of the past but also the 
present bestowal of salvation through the sacramen¬ 
tal elements. 

17 Cf. Bultmann, Epistles, 81: “The matter can therefore 
be formulated: the revelation bears witness for itself." 

18 Regarding on (v. 6c): the particle after fiaprvpciv can 
be interpreted epexegetically (“that"), as also in John 
1:34; 3:28; 4:39, 44; Gal 4:15; Rom 10:2; Col 4:13; 
Matt 23:21. In the context, however, the thought 
cannot be that the Spirit testifies concerning itself 
that it is the truth (correctly Brown, Epistles, 580). 
Therefore the causal interpretation “since" (attested 
also in combination with fiaprvpctv in John 8:14; 

15:27) is preferable: the Spirit can be an effective 
witness because it speaks nothing false, but rather is 
the truth. The Fourth Gospel also enunciates the 
identity of Spirit and truth. Thus the Revealer attests 
that genuine worship of the Father must occur “in 
spirit and in truth" (4:23). Here the combination of 
trvcvfia and aXpdtia is not to be understood merely as 
a mutual clarification but has become a hendiadys 
describing the one eschatological truth of salvation. 


This is the reason why the Paraclete is described as 
irvcvfia rrjr aXrjGetas, whom the world cannot receive 
but who will abide with the disciples (John 14:17). 
Obviously aXijUeia is not only “correctness,” such as 

eschatological truth revealed in the Christ-event and 
conveyed to believers through word and sacraments. 
19 Literature: Johannes Beutler, Martyria (FThSi 10; 
Frankfurt: Knecht, 1972); idem, “fiaprvpcw, *rA.," 
EDNT2 (1991) 389-91; idem, “fiaprvpia,” EDNT 2 
(1991) 391-93; Brox, Zeuge; Hans von Campen- 
hausen, Die Idee des Martyriums in der alien Kirche (2d 
ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964); 
Theo Preiss, Das innere Zeugnis des Heitigen Geistes 
(ThSt 21; Zurich: Evangelischer Verlag, 1947); 
Hermann Strathmann, “fiiprvr, «rA.," TDNT 4 
(1967) 474-514; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 51-56, 
242-45. 
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In the Fourth Gospel the word has a primarily 
christological orientation. It describes the relationship 
of the Son to the Father (5:32: “there is another who 
testifies on my behalf”; 8:18: “I testify on my own 
behalf, and the Father who sent me testifies on my 
behalf"). Here the testimony of the Revealer, because 
it is the testimony of his Father in its reference to the 
truth (18:37), and because it has him as its object, is 
located within the time line of a preceding and 
following testimony. Thus the Scriptures have already 
borne witness to him (5:39), and in the prologue to the 
Fourth Gospel the figure of John the Baptizer appears 
as that of a “man" who “testified to the light" (1:6-8; cf. 
1:15). The Baptizer's testimony is developed in 1:19- 
34: as “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness," 
John the Baptizer testifies to Jesus as the “Lamb of 
God," and as the Son of God on whom the Spirit has 
been bestowed (cf. also 3:26). In this way the Baptizer 
is recognized as the forerunner who “testified to the 
truth" (5:33). 

The testimony of the Son of God is greater than 
that of John, for that which he does bears witness to 
him (10:25) and at the same time to the Father who 
sent him (5:36). In his speech, Jesus testifies to himself: 
his testimony is true (8:13-14). His testimony points to 
the Father who sent him and testifies on his behalf 
(8:18). This testimony is continued in the sending of 
the Paraclete, “the Spirit of truth who comes from the 
Father," and “will testify on my behalf” (15:26). But 
the disciples also, as those who accompany the 
Revealer, are to be witnesses (15:27). This is made 
concrete in the testimony of the (beloved) disciple 
beneath the cross, who sees water and blood emerging 
from the side of the Crucified, and whose testimony is 
true (19:35). This statement is taken up in the post- 
Johannine conclusion and applied to the evangelist 
(21:24). 


While the witness terminology in the Fourth Gospel 
is applied to the content but also to the temporal 
context of the Christ-event, and thus characterized as 
both eschatological and historical, there is no 
corresponding chronology in thejohannine Letters, 
which are independent of the Gospel. It appears, 
instead, that in the letters the root has a clearly 
eschatological orientation. Thus according to 3 John 
12 everyone, including the presbyter, testifies 
(favorably) about Demetrius. This testimony is at the 
same time the attestation of the eschatological truth. 20 
The remaining instances in 3 John (vv. 3 and 6) also 
show that this is a question of testimony within the 
Christian community whose content is the truth and 
love that are made a reality by the sisters and brothers. 

Differently from the situation in thejohannine 
writings just mentioned, naprvpeiu in 1 John is oriented 
to the presupposed apostolic situation. The author 
conceives himself to be an eye- and ear-witness to the 
Christ-event who “testifies" to his readers about what 
he has seen (1:2), that is, “declares" it to them in order 
to create a community between himself and his hearers 
(1:3). The combination of seeing and testifying creates 
the basis for the community’s confession of the Son of 
God. 21 The Father’s testimony bears witness to him (1 
John 5:9-10; John 5:37), and is united with the 
testimony of the three witnesses, “Spirit, water, and 
blood" (1 John 5:6-8); it is received in faith as 
testimony to eternal life (5:10-11 ). 22 


■ 7 The subsequent verses are, according to Rudolf 
Bultmann, a “redactional gloss” that should be marked 
off from the original context. 23 Indeed, v. 10 can, if 


20 Brox (Zeuge, 90-91) correctly points out that the 
connection between testimony and truth oversteps 
the boundaries of the secular use of the word; 
however, his supposition that the author is thus 
adopting “formulaic language’ is problematic. 

21 Cf. 4:14; John 1:34; 3:11,32; 19:35—without sense- 
knowledge the witness's ability to testify is invali¬ 
dated. Of course, this seeing is not separable from 
believing, for the fwtj that God gives in the Son is 
revealed only to those who believe (1 John 5:9-12). 
Nonetheless, especially in view of the Fourth Gospel 
and 1 John 1:1 -4, it is true that “Christian faith ... 

matter of God’s concrete salvation, made manifest in 
the earthly realm and therefore visible as well" 
(Ferdinand Hahn, “Sehen und Glauben im 
Johannesevangelium," in Hans Baltensweiler and Bo 


Reicke, eds., Neues Testament und Geschiehte: 
Hislorisches Geschehen und Deulung im Neuen Testament: 
Oscar Cullmann zum 70. Geburtstag [Zurich: 
Theologischer Verlag; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 
1972] 129). 

22 That 1 John 5:9 speaks in the perfect passive of 
God’s testimony to God's son recalls the perfect 
construction in 1:1-3; the reference is to the Christ- 
event, which can be spoken of in the Fourth Gospel 
in present-tense witness terminology as well (5:32; 
8:18); but since the Fourth Gospel also uses the 
perfect in this connection (cf. John 1:32, 34; 3:26; 
5:33, 37; 19:35), it would be difficult to suppose that 
1 John 5:9 is “referring back” to the Fourth Gospel 
(in response to Johannes Beutler, ‘paprvp io," EDNT 2 
(1991)392. 

23 Cf. Bultmann, Epistles. 80. 
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necessary, be interpreted as a continuation of v. 6 (with 
the key words being paprypovv and paprvpta), so that vv. 
7-9 would represent a secondary insertion. However, 
the transition from v. 9 to v. 10 presents no problem, 
especially since not only the key word indicated but also 
the expression “Son of God” appears in both verses. 
Moreover, the trio of “water, blood, and Spirit’ (v. 6) 
reappears in vv. 7-8. In distinction from the preceding v. 
6, here water and blood are described as “witnesses.” 
Thus these two verses must be understood as an 
appropriate continuation and interpretation of what has 
preceded: as the Spirit reveals the eschatological 
meaning of water and blood (v. 6), this epiphanic reality 
is to be found in the stages of Jesus’ earthly journey, that 
is, in his baptism and sacrificial death, as well as in the 


sacraments. Even though the witnessing cannot take 
place without the Spirit, the sacraments themselves, and 
not only the Spirit, are “witnesses.” Thus v. 7 continues 
the idea of “giving testimony” that was already expressed 
in v. 6. The particle on has this function of continuation 
and can be translated by an indefinite “for." 24 This 
meaning is not fundamentally altered if one supposes 
that on stands elliptically for els itteIvo on and should be 
translated “in consideration of the fact that.” 25 


Excursus: The Textual Tradition of the 
"Comma Johanneum" 26 

1. Basis 

The textual tradition contains an addition to 1 John 
5:7-8, called the Comma Johanneum or “johannine 


24 Similarly Brown, Epistles, 581, according to whom it 
is not a question of additional reasons being given, 
but of “further specification," and the word ort 
should be translated “indeed." 

25 BAGD 589; BDF § 457; Kuhner-Certh, Grammatik, 
2.371-72. 

26 Literature: Ezra Abbot, “I John 5, v. 7 and Martin 
Luther’s German Bible," in idem. The Authorship of 
the Fourth Gospel and Other Critical Essays (Boston: 

Ellis, 1888) 458-63; Mateo del Alamo, “El ‘Comma 
Joaneo," EstBib 2 (1943) 75-105; idem. “Los tres 
testificantes de la 1. Ep. dejuan," CuBi 4 (1947) 11- 
14; Aland and Aland, Text, 249, 311; Teofilo Ayuso 
Marazuela, “Nuevo estudio sobre el ‘Comma 
Ioanneum, " Bib 28 (1947) 83-112, 216-35; 29 
(1948) 52-76; Anton Baumstark, “Ein syrisches Citat 
des ‘Comma Johanneum,’" Oriens Christianus 2 (1902) 
438-41; August Bludau, ‘Das Comma Johanneum 
bei den Griechen," BZ 13(1915) 26-50, 130-62, 
222-43; idem, “Das ‘Comma Johanneum’ bei 
Tertullian und Cyprian," ThQ 101 (1920) 1-28; 
idem, ‘Das Comma Johanneum (1 Joh 5,7) im 16. 
Jahrhundert," BZ 1 (1903) 280-302, 378-407; idem, 
“Das Comma Johanneum (1 Joh 5,7) in dem 
Glaubensbekenntnis von Karthago vom Jahre 484," 
Tijdschrift voor geschiedenis 11 (1919) 9-15; idem, 
“Das Comma Johanneum (1 Joh 5,7) in den 
orientalischen Obcrsetzungen und Bibeldrucken," 
Oriens Christianus 3 (1903) 126-47; idem, “Das 
Comma Johanneum (1 Joh 5,7) in den Schriften der 
Antitrinitarier und Socinianer des 16. und 17. 
Jahrhunderts,” BZ 2 (1904) 275-300; idem. “Der hi. 
Augustinus und 1 Joh 5,7-8," Tijdschrift voor 
geschiedenis 11 (1919) 379-86; idem. "Der Prolog 
des Pseudo-Hieronymus zu den katholischen 
Briefen,' BZ 15(1918-21) 15-34. 125-38; idem. 


“Richard Simon und das Comma Johanneum,” Der 
Katholik 84 (1904) 29-42, 114-22; idem, “The 
Comma Johanneum in the Writings of English Critics 
of the Eighteenth Century," ITQ 17 (1922) 66-67; 
Riekele Borger, “Das Comma Johanneum in der 
Peschitta," NovT 29 (1987) 280-84; Norbert 
Fickermann, “St. Augustinus gegen das ‘Comma 
Johanneum’?’ BZ 22 (1934) 350-58; Balthasar 
Fischer, “Der Bibeltext in den pseudo-augustinischen 
‘Solutiones diversarium quaestionum ab haereticis 
objectarum." Bib 23 (1942) 139-64, 241-67; Claude 
Jenkins, “A Newly Discovered Reference to the 
‘Heavenly Witnesses’ (I John v. 7,8) in a Manuscript 
of Bede.’yrS 43 (1942) 42-45; Henkjan dejonge, 
“Erasmus and the Comma Johanneum," EThL 56 
(1980) 381-89; Karl Kunstle, Das Comma Johanneum 
auf seine Herkunft untersucht (Freiburg: Herder, 

1905); Jules Lebreton, Histoire du dogme de la Trinite 1 
(2ded.; Paris: Beauchesne, 1927); A. Lemmonyer, 
“Comma Johannique, " DBSup 2 (1934) 67-73; Jean 
Pierre Paulin Martin, Introduction a la critique lextuelle 
du Nouveau Testament, Parlie Pratique, 5 (Paris: 
Maisonneuve frhres et C. Leclerc, 1884-86); 
Metzger, Text, 101-2; Eberhard Nestle and Ernst 
von DobschUtz, Einfiihrung in das griechische NT (4th 
ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1923) 

131; Eduard Riggenbach, Das Comma Johanneum 
(BFCTh 31/4; GUtersloh: Bertelsmann, 1928) 367- 
405; Jean Riviere, “Sur I'authenticite du verset des 
trois temoins," Revue Apologetique 46 (1928) 303-9; 
Walter Thiele, “Beobachtungen zum Comma 
Johanneum (1 Joh 5,70," ZNW 50 (1959) 61-73; 
idem, “Untersuchungen zu den altlateinischen 
Texten der drei Johannesbriefe” (diss., Tubingen, 
1956). 
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Comma” (comma = sentence or clause), which made its 
way almost exclusively into the Latin texts of the Bible. 
In 1592 the Comma Johanntum was incorporated into 
the official Catholic edition of the Vulgate, the Sixto- 
Clementine, where it reads as follows (italicized): 

in caelo: Pater, Verbum, et Spiritus Sanctus, 

8 Et tres sunt, qui testimonium dant in terra: 

Spiritus et aqua et sanguis, 
et hi tres unum sunt. 

2. Attestation 

Greek manuscripts: The Comma Johanneum is absent 
from almost the whole of the Greek textual tradition, 
including the quotations in the church fathers. It is 
transmitted by only eight Greek minuscules, where it 
probably entered via the Latin textual witnesses. None 
of these examples can be dated before 1400, and only 
four of them appear in the text; the others are 
marginal additions. 

The following minuscules contain the Comma 
Johanneum: 

Gregory 61 Codex Montfortianus, 

early 16th century 

Gregory 629 Codex Vatic. Ottobonianus, 

14th/15th century or later 
Gregory 918 Spanish 16th-century 

manuscript (Escorial) 

Gregory 2318 Rumanian 18th-century 

manuscript (Bucharest) 

Gregory 88 vl Later marginal note, 16th 

century, in Codex Regius 
(12th century), Naples 

Gregory 221 vl Addition to a 1 Oth-century 

manuscript, Oxford 

Gregory 429 vl Addition to a 16th-century 

manuscript, Wolfenbuttel 
Gregory 636 vl Addition to a 15th-century 

manuscript, Naples 27 

On the basis of this weak attestation, it is probable 
that the Comma Johanneum was never included in an 
older Greek text. 

Latin manuscripts: The Comma Johanneum is also 
absent from the manuscripts of the Vetus Latina 
before 600 and the Vulgate before 750: a stronger 
Latin attestation is found beginning only with the 


ninth century. But even then, until the end of the 
millennium, the Comma Johanneum appears only in 
Spanish or Spanish-influenced texts. The most 
important witnesses are: 

a palimpsest from Leon, 7th century 
the Freising fragments (q or r), 7th century 
Codex Cavensis, 9th century 
Codex Complutensis, 10th century 
Codex Toletanus, 10th century 
Codex Theodulphianus, 8th/9th century (Franco- 
Spanish) 

a few St. Gallen manuscripts, 8th/9th century 
(Franco-Spanish) 

Other manuscripts: The Comma Johanneum is absent 
from all Coptic, Ethiopian, Arabic, and Slavic 
translations up to 1500. It entered a few late Syrian 
manuscripts by way of the Vulgate. In the first editions 
of the Syriac NT by Widmanstadt (1555) it was not 
accepted, but in the edition of 1569, edited by 
Tremellius, it appears as a marginal note. In the 
following century it was included in the text, owing to 
the impression that it had originally been part of it and 
had been excised by the Arians. The Comma Johanneum 
is also found in a few late Armenian witnesses and in 
the Armenian edition of Oskan (1662), which 
originated after the Vulgate. 

Attestation in other authors prior to 650: Although 
the oldest textual witnesses of the Comma Johanneum 
occur in Latin manuscripts of the seventh century, it 
had already been cited by a number of Christian 
authors at an earlier period, so that one may pursue its 
traces farther back in time. 

The oldest undoubted instance is in Priscillian Liber 
apologeticus 1.4 (CSEL 18.6). 28 Priscillian was probably 
a Sabellianist or Modalist, whose principal interest 

heavenly witnesses (“and these three, the Father, the 
Word, and the Holy Spirit, are one”). Here he found 
his theological opinions confirmed: that the three 
persons of the Trinity are only modes or manners of 
appearance of the one God. This observation caused 
some interpreters to suppose that Priscillian himself 
created the Comma Johanneum. However, there are 
signs of the Comma Johanneum, although no certain 


27 Codex Ravianus sive Berolinensis (16th century), a 
copy of the Complutensian printing, should simply be 

28 Priscillian founded an ascetic, fervently enthusiastic 
conventicle in southern Spain in 375. Its purpose was 

about 386 the usurper Maximus had him executed at 
Trier for heresy and magical arts. Persecution of his 


successors continued after his death; the Comma 
Johanneum is sometimes attributed to one of them 
the bishop Instantius. 
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3. History of Influence 

In the sixteenth century, after the Comma 
Johanneum had found entry into a number of Latin 
manuscripts, it again became the subject of contro¬ 
versy. I n the first two editions of his Greek NT (1516 
and 1519), Erasmus did not reproduce the Comma 
Johanneum. The Complutensis Polyglot by the Spanish 
Cardinal Primate Ximenes, previously printed (1514) 
but not published until 1522, contained it, but the 
Greek text of the Comma Johanneum was translated 
from the Vulgate. After Erasmus had been criticized 
by D. Lopez de Zuniga (“Stunica”), the editor of the 
Complutensis, and by the Englishman E. Lee for 
omitting the Comma Johanneum, he decided against his 
better judgment to include the text in the third edition 
of his NT (1522). The most persuasive argument for 
him was that the Comma Johanneum was found in 
Codex Montfortianus (= minuscule 61). Erasmus’s 
authority was used to support the acceptance of the 
Comma Johanneum in the third edition of the Paris 
edition of the Greek NT (1530). It also found entry 
into the Textus Receptus (Elzevir, 1633), the standard 
Greek text for the next several centuries. 

Beginning in 1581, the Comma Johanneum was 
included by the Frankfurt printers, and after 1596 in 
the Wittenberg edition as well. It was even in Martin 
Luther's German edition of the NT, although he 
himself had expressed criticism regarding the 
genuineness of the Comma Johanneum. 32 Zwingli 
rejected it 33 but Calvin reluctantly included it. 34 

The inclusion of the Comma Johanneum in the 
Catholic church's official edition of the Vulgate, the 
Sixio-Clementine of 1592, was highly important. From 
that time, its genuineness was considered indisputable, 
and it was also printed in the English translations of the 
NT (KJV and Rheims). Johann Salomo Semler was the 
first who again questioned its originality (in 1764). 


From that time its secondary character has been 
considered proved. 

The Sacred Congregation of the Inquisition issued a 
decretal on 13 January 1897, forbidding anyone to 
question the authenticity of the Comma Johanneum: its 
genuineness could neither be denied nor doubted. 
Pope Leo XIII confirmed this judgment two days later. 
On 2 June 1927, however, a new official declaration by 
the Holy Office, as the successor institution to the 
Sacred Congregation of the Inquisition, made Roman 
Catholic exegetes again free to discuss the question of 
the Comma Johanneum. From that time it has been 
generally recognized in Roman Catholic scholarship 
also that the Comma Johanneum is neither original nor 
authentic. 35 


■ 8 The objective weight of the three witnesses, “Spirit, 
water, and blood,” cannot be evaluated as if all three 
were on the same plane. The parallel between v. 6c and 
v. 6a already indicated a special emphasis on to nvdifia. 
This is also clear from the relatively extensive explication 
in v. 6c and from the listing of the Spirit as first among 
the three witnesses. 36 The number three is usually seen 
as derived from Deut 17:6; 19:15. 37 According to those 
passages, no judgment should be given on the basis of the 
statement of a single witness. The determination of a 
misdeed must be based on the statement of “two or three 
witnesses.” Paul refers to this OT-Jewish background 
when he uses this citation to justify his intention to make 
a third visit to Corinth in order to reinforce his apostolic 
claims in relation to the Corinthian community (2 Cor 
13:1). The evangelist Matthew also cites Deut 19:15 in 


32 Cf. WA 20.780, 21-781,2.; WA, DeutscheBibel, 
7.628-29. 

33 Ulrich Zwingli, Opera (8 vols. in 6; ed. Melchior 
Schuler et Johannes Schulthess; Turici: Schultess, 
1829-42)6.2,338. 

34 Jean Calvin, Opera quae supersunt omnia (59 vols. in 
58; CR 29-87; ed. Wilhelm Baum. Eduard Cunitz, 
and Eduard Reuss; Braunschweig: Schwetschke, 
1863-1900, reprinted New York: Johnson, 1964) 54 
(CR 83).364-65. 

35 Cf. Brown, Epistles, 781. With this, both text-critical 
authenticity and theological recognition have been 
rejected by Roman Catholic exegesis, although the 
Holy Office, in its declaration of 2 June 1927, still 
maintained the position that the church alone could 
decide the question whether the Comma Johanneum is 
really part of Scripture. 


36 According to Nauck (Tradition, 147-82), uvcOpa is a 
third sacramental ritual alongside Baptism and the 
Lord's Supper, and is identical with the “anoiniing" 
that precedes baptism as part of the rite of Christian 
initiation; cf. Schnackenburg's persuasive arguments 
to the contrary ( Epistles, 237-38), as well as his 
review article in BZ 4 (1960) 292-307, at 297. 

37 Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 235; Schunack, Briefe, 
95; Wengst. Brief, 210. 
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connection with his instructions for carrying out 
disciplinary procedures, in the second stage of which the 
calling of “two or three witnesses” is advised, so that the 
unrepentant sinner may not be brought to the third 
stage, the deliberation within the community assembly, 
without the presence of an adequate number of witnesses 
(Matt 18:16). Similarly, the author of 1 Timothy 
instructs that no accusation is to be brought against an 
elder unless “two or three witnesses” are available (1 Tim 
5:19). The Fourth Gospel also knows the OT ruling that 
the testimony of a witness must be confirmed “by two 
persons” (John 8:17; cf. also Heb 10:28). In spite of the 
witness terminology, however, the background of our 
text is not the idea of a court proceeding. Neither here 
nor elsewhere in 1 John is there any suggestion of OT 
influence. For that reason the number three is more 
probably due to the principle of round numbers, which is 
employed in a number of different forms in the NT 
tradition as a whole. 38 The testimony of the “three” 
expresses the divine plenitude that always characterizes 
God’s revelation in and to the community (John 1:16; 
Eph 1:23; 4:10). This is also evident in the post-NT 
tradition where, in similar contexts, other (round) 
numbers of witnesses can be mentioned. 39 

The phrase xa'i ot rpets els to ev eltrtv is unique in the 
NT. It can scarcely be interpreted as a Semitism, 
although the closest NT parallels have the OT as their 
background and suggest the translation “become” for 
ewat els; this is the case with Matt 19:5 (icai eerovrat ot Svo 
els <rapica plav, cf. Gen 2:24) or Luke 3:5 (cf. Isa 40:4). 4 ° 
However, no OT text can be found corresponding to the 


phrase in this verse. The classical etvat eis (“serves to”) 
occurs occasionally in the NT (1 Cor 14:22, and 
elsewhere), and also in the Priene inscription, 41 but that 
affords no meaning in the present instance. Philo is 
relatively close when he says that the trio “reason, 
clearness of speech, truth” are virtually one. 42 Of course, 
when Latin translators render this phrase with “hi tres 
unum sunt,” the move to a trinitarian idea is already 
accomplished, but that is not (yet) implied here. Spirit, 
water, and blood are instead directed “to the one.” In the 
context of Johannine witness terminology this probably 
means not only that their testimony agrees but primarily 
that it corresponds to the one truth. Through this 
coinciding testimony to the truth they are joined in 
unity. 43 This agrees with the preceding assertion that the 
Spirit is truth (v. 6c), and with the understanding of the 
xpio-p-a, which is “true" and “is not a lie” (2:27). When, in 
the Fourth Gospel, the Revealer makes the claim that his 
testimony is true (8:14), he stands within a series of 
witnesses to the truth extending from John the Baptizer 
(5:32) to the disciple beneath the cross (19:35) and to the 
evangelist (21:24). This kind of concurring testimony has 
its center in the twofold self-attestation of the Revealer: 

“I am the truth” (14:6) and “I and the Father are one.” 44 
■ 9 Verse 9 follows seamlessly. The conclusion a minori ad 
maius interprets the testimony of the three: if human 
testimony is accepted within society 45 and must be 
accepted, since without trust among human beings any 
kind of order within this world would come apart at the 
seams, this is all the more the case with the paprvpla that 
is the subject here. 46 The testimony of the three is the 


38 Cf., with a variety of meanings, Mark 5:37; Matt 
1:17; 5:7-9, 21-22; Acts 5:7; 7:20; 9:9; 10:16; 1 Cor 
13:13; 2 Cor 11:20; Rev 6:6; 8:13; 9:18, and 

39 E.g., the disciples of Elchasai called on seven 
witnesses; cf. Hippolytus Ref. 9.15. 2, 5; Epiphanius 
Pan. 19.1.6, and frequently. 

40 Also 2 Cor 6:18 (Jer 31:1); Heb 1:5 (2 Sam 7:14); the 
corresponding construction yivta$at els: Matt 21:42 
(Ps 117:22), and frequently; BACD 230; BDF§145 

(1); Horst Balz, ‘tipif EDNT 1 (1990) 393; cf. also 
the parallel in IQS v.2: urS nl’nb = “to belong to 
the community." 

41 50.39; cf. Gustav Adolf Deissmann, Light from the 
Ancient East (trans. Lionel R. M. Strachan; 1927; 
reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978) 120-21. 
There is a purely formal parallel in Ignatius Magn. 


7.2 {tit tea oj.ro), since here els is used in the sense of 
a local ev (with xu>PV<ravTa). 

42 Philo Leg. all. 3.124: ev yap to tjv bivaptc, cf. also 
Quaest. in Gen. 4.2. The alchemical text from the 
“Teaching of Queen Cleopatra” mentioned by 
Reitzenstein {Hellenistic Mystery-Religions, 398) 
emphasizes that the human being made up of the trio 
of “body, soul, and spirit” is a unity (yeyovaoiv ev); cf. 
R. Reitzenstein, “Zur Geschichte der Alchemie und 
des Mystizismus,” Gottingen: Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 1919) 1-37. Reprint of an article 
originally published in Akademie der Wissen¬ 
schaften, Gottingen, Philologisch-Historische Klasse, 
vol. 1 (1919). 

43 Cf. Appian Romanae Historiae 6: Dr rebus hispanien- 
sibus 66 § 280: es ev = “together, as a unity” (BAGD 
230). 
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testimony of God. It is superior to all human affirma¬ 
tions, even when these latter are supported by the 
testimony of many witnesses (cf. at v. 8 above), and 
therefore is more worthy of trust. 47 However indispens¬ 
able human testimonies may be—the author emphasized 
at another point that the Christ revelation was 
transmitted by authoritative eye- and ear-witnesses 48 — 
they can at most only be pointers and proclamations of 
the Christ-event in which God has given testimony. That 
testimony is made present by the three witnesses. As 
God’s testimony is made concrete in them, they point 
back to the Christ-event in the past and testify to the Son 
(v. 6). Thus their testimony is the object of the commu¬ 
nity’s creedal confession, whose antidocetic thrust must 
be kept in mind at this point also, as the goal of the 
sacramental testimony: the Spirit’s testimony is bound to 
the historical fact of Jesus of Nazareth and his sacramen¬ 
tal “action.” That God has borne witness to God’s own 
self in the divine Son and that this testimony is a present 


reality for believers in Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
make a purely spiritual understanding and appropriation 
of the Christ-event impossible. 

■ 10 The previous verse, with its chiastic juxtaposition of 
human and divine witness and its high point attained in 
describing the latter, reached a climax from which v. 10 
now draws an antithetical parallelism that carries the 
thought just expressed a step farther: God’s witness to 
the Son demands faith. In those who show faith in the 
Son, the divine witness becomes reality; for it is defined 
by the truth that God has given. The movement of the 
thought is thus shaped by the key word iriorciiciv. The 
construction with <is and the accusative 49 refers to the 
object “Son of God’ (cf. 1:3, 7; 3:8; 4:15, and fre¬ 
quently). The “faith” to which the author summons his 
community was already interpreted, above, in the 
confessional statement “Jesus is the Christ” (5:1, 5). This 
does not suggest the common distinction between fides 
qua creditur and fides quae creditur. The confession of the 


44 John 10:30. The idea of sacramentally unified 
testimony corresponds to the Johannine idea of the 
unity of the Son with the Father (cf. also John 17:11, 
21-33); it can be seen in 1 John in the interchange- 
ability of the personal pronouns; cf. 1 John 1:5, 6, 7, 
10:2:3-6, 25, 27-28; 3:24; 4:13, 19, 21; 5:6, 14, 15, 
20. 

45 Ei with the indicative introduces an indefinite 
conditional clause and could be replaced by a causal 
particle. What is said in the subordinate clause is 
presumed as really existing (“real conditional 
clause”); cf. Adolf Kaegi. Griechische Schulgrammatih 
(1884; 62d ed.; Dublin: Weidman, 1974) §179; BDF 
§371. 

46 For the concept of paprvpia (in 1 John only at 5:9- 
11), see the excursus above. 

47 The word pei'fwv is Johannine (cf. John 5:36; 19:11); 
the comparison with John 5:36-37 is especially 
suggestive (the testimony of the Son is “greater" than 
that of the Baptizer); Dodd, Epistles, 131-32. 
However, it is characteristic of the present text that 
there is no reference to the testimony of Scripture 
(unlike John 5:39). Otherwise there is scarcely any 
difference; this, at least, is the opinion of Schnacken- 
burg, Epistles, 238 n. 124 (John 5:36 refers to the 
higher degree of credibility, 1 John 5:9 to the 
stronger binding force of Cod’s testimony). 
Regarding the reconstruction of v. 9c-d: atlri) (“this 
itself”) refers back to paprvpia (corresponding to 
ouros in 5:6; the reference to what follows in vv. 11, 

14 is different). The first 4Vi has a causal function: 
the preceding clause, according to which the 


testimony of God is greater, is given a foundation 
through the remark that its object is the Son. From 
this it follows that the second on has an explanatory 
sense (“that”). This is also evident from the secondary 
reading (P 9JI): the relative pronoun ijii refers to i) 
paprvpta and makes clear that the subordinate clause 
that follows explains this very concept (correspond¬ 
ing to the end of v. 10: “the testimony that God has 
given concerning his Son”). 

48 Cf. at 1:3 above. This corresponds to the Latin 
expansion found in some manuscripts of the Spanish 
Vulgate (as well as in the Armenian tradition): 
“Whom [the Son] he [God] sent to earth as savior, 
and the Son gave testimony on earth, by fulfilling 
Scripture. And we give testimony that we have seen 
him, and we proclaim to you, so that you may 
believe”—undoubtedly a secondary recapitulation of 
the prologue (1:2) and of John 20:31. 

49 Apart from two occurrences in v. 10, this is also 
found in v. 13 (see below); cf. John 2:11; 3:16; 9:35, 
and frequently; more often the connection is with the 
following 6Vt (1 John 5:1,5; John 6:64, 69; 8:24; 

9:18, and frequently) and the dative (apart from v. 
10b, also in 1 John 3:13; 4:1; John 2:22; 4:21, and 
frequently). 
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Son is not contrasted with the act of believing trust. Christ, and is constituted by it; for it is not a human idea 

Rather, the eschatological truth attested in the creedal but the testimony given by God in Jesus Christ whose 

confession is recognized only in believing acceptance. 50 truth is verified in faith. Christian faith is thus not 

Nonetheless, “faith” is directed to this same creedal something that stands in isolation within history. It is 

confession and cannot be isolated from it. One may also founded on an extra nos evoked by the attesting word, the 

conclude from the expression t\ti tt)v paprvplav (v iavTtp “three witnesses” (v. 8), and the Christ-event, to which 

that the community’s faith is characterized by its word and sacrament point (1:1). It can neither be 

relationship to what is extra nos. 51 This can scarcely mean separated from the Christ-event nor from the word or 

that there is an alternative between external confession the sacraments that mediate between Christ and 
of God and internal confession within the human believers. 

heart. 52 Instead, what is meant is that the testimony of Verse 10b completes the antithesis: whoever refuses to 

God, which goes before us and which has become believe in this testimony rejects God’s claim, remains 

concrete in the Christ-event, is to be acknowledged by closed to divine truth, and perverts it into falsehood. 54 

human beings and made their own possession through Such people place themselves on the side of the false 

faith. The author means to describe this acceptance by teachers and are, like them, governed by lies (cf. 2:21 — 

asserting, in the indicative, that believers have this 22, 27). 55 The author draws the following parallel: 

testimony “in their hearts.” Thus one may say that the confession of the Son in faith (v. 10a) is identical with 

proof that the Christ-event opens access to eschatological faith in God (v. 1 Ob) and believing in God’s testimony (v. 
truth is produced by faith itself. It is not to be shifted to 10c). In turn, failure to believe in God (v. 10b) is the 

some event external to the human being. This is not, same thing as failing to believe in God’s testimony (v. 

however, to say that “the event of faith is the witness.” 53 10c) and denying the truth of the Christ-confession (cf. 

Rather, faith is only faith when it refers to an event that 2:22). 56 

precedes it, the event of the incarnate and crucified ■ 11 The introductory rat avrti indicates the beginning of 

50 Cf. the mutual orientation of nurTtieiv and yivumew “Anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know 

at 1 John 4:16; also John 6:69; 10:38; 17:8. whether the teaching is from God"). 

51 As regards the text itself, the attestation of the 54 Literally, “makes God a liar," by failing to recognize 

genitive roC Btov is relatively weak, and in light of the and acknowledge the offer of divine testimony to the 

repetition of the expression T) paprvpla tov Btov (v. 9) truth for what it is. The construction ipdar-qv ttotflv 

it should be regarded as nothing but an expansion avrov appears also in 1 John 1:10 (= “his word is not 

that, while materially correct, is nevertheless in us”); V'«u<rrrjs occurs also in 2:4, 22; 4:20; cf. John 

secondary. Airw is an important alternative reading 8:44, 55. 

for <atiri; it adds no new content to the thought of 55 The variant ra vim is presumably an accommodation 
the latter, so long as one presupposes that the to v. 10a («s tov viov tov Btov). The present participle 

reference of the pronoun is to o Ttumiav (“in o pn nioTtwav emphasizes the general application; it is 

oneself" = “in the believer”). It is different if aircy is resumed by the perfect ntnoirptev. The reality of the 

referred to the preceding airip. It could then be course of events is thus regarded as certain, since it is 

translated, “[They have] the testimony through him represented as something that has already happened 

[= through God)’; but in fact that would be a (cf. also I John 2:5; Rom 14:23; Jas 2:10; BDF § 344). 

repetition of v. 9b. Hence the reading ev iavrii, as 56 The negative particle shifts, without any change in 

the lectio diffieilior, is to be preferred. meaning, from ptj (v. 10b) to oil (v. 10c); whereas oi is 

52 Thus Weiss, Brie/e, 145:‘It is a question here of a seldom used with the participle, e.g., once each in 

testimony that the believer has within him-or herself, John (10:12) and Matthew (22:11; cf. also Luke 6:42; 

and that thus is given not by God, but by one’s own 1 Pet 1:8; the negation is strongly emphasized: see 

internal experience"; cf. also Albert KlOpper. “Zur Radermacher, Neutestamentliche Grammatik, 212; BDF 

Lehre," ZWTh 43 (1900) 585-602. § 430; BAGD 590-91), pv. in harmony with later 

53 Bultmann, Epistles, 82; cf. idem, John, 163, on John Greek usage, predominates in the NT, especially 

3:33: “[whoever] believes in the Son .... does not with the participial noun (1 John 3:10; 2 John 9; John 

need to look any further for something to confirm 20:29); cf. also John 3:18: “whoever does not believe 

the testimony, for he already possesses it in the (o pn rrurrcvwv) is already condemned, because he or 

testimony itself (with a reference to John 7:17: she has not believed in the name of the only Son of 
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something new, going beyond what was said previously. 
The demonstrative avri) points toward the following on 
clause, which thus acquires an explanatory function. 57 
The paprvpla, the divine witness described in vv. 9-10, 
does not refer to something that happens within the 
Trinity; it has, instead, an anthropological intent. God’s 
self-witness in Jesus Christ has a soteriological meaning. 

It contains the offer of fai\ aldtviot for all human beings. 
This introduces the key word that will govern the 
author’s exposition from this point until the conclusion 
of the work. The word far) occurs thirteen times in 1 
John, six of them in absolute usage, 58 alternating with a 
use in combination with the adjective attiwor. 59 This 
means that everywhere it appears in 1 John, this 
expression refers to “eternal life” as the content of 
eschatological salvation. In what follows, it will be 
contrasted with “not having life" (v. 12) and with davaros 
(vv. 16-17). Whereas the divine witness testifies to the 
Son (v. 10), this idea is now interpreted by the statement 
that God has given us eternal life in the Son. The aorist 
thatutv is effective in meaning and (in contrast to the 
preceding perfect pep.apTvpT)Ktv) describes the uniqueness 
of the past Christ-event. It is this event, proclaimed by 
the author as one who has seen and heard it (cf. 1:1-5), 
that is the basis for the life of salvation that is present in 
the community now. It is accomplished through faith in 
the word that is proclaimed and the saving efficacy of the 


sacraments; for it can be said of believers that they have 
passed from death to life (3:14). 60 The possession of farj 
is not a habitus, an unchangeable condition. Instead, life 
must be grasped continually anew in love for the sisters 
and brothers. This is illustrated by the negative example 
of Cain, the fratricide, whose misdeed was born of 
hatred and represents “abiding in death” (3; 15). In 
contrast, Jesus’ self-surrender is a fundamental example 
of love for the sisters and brothers as it is to be practiced 
in the community (3:16). 

As indicated by the second aurr), which takes up the 
first (v. 1 la), the content of the paprupia is not only the 
divine gift of eternal life but also the revelation of the 
truth: T) faij tv rm into tirnv. The author does not say that 
the Son is life, but “life is in the Son [of God].” This 
echoes the NT formula tv XptorcJ and may indicate a 
Pauline background for thejohannine school. 61 This 
suggests that the meaning of the preposition iv (“in") is 
local rather than instrumental. 62 For the community, the 
place that is ordained for them is “existence-within" the 
present Christ-event. Wherever the divine witness that 
consists in the gift of life is accepted, there is community 
between believers and the Son. The Christ-event is not a 
thing of the past to which one may look back with an 


Cod.' Regarding the text: the relative clause (similar 
to the variant reading in v. 9b) has been eliminated in 
the manuscript tradition as superfluous (048) or else 
shortened (1881, vg m “); it is a matter of a (pleonastic) 
repetition of v. 9b. The figura rtymologica tis tt)v 

of the LXX nor is it a Semitism. It was also used in 
classical Greek (Kiihner-Certh, Grammalik, 1.303-4). 
In the NT it occurs also in John 7:24; 1 John 5:16; 
with the relative pronoun in Luke 1:73; John 17:26; 
Eph 2:4; cf. BDF §153. 

57 Thus, in an epexegetical sense, also 1 John 1:5; 5:14; 
John 3:19, and frequently (see below, at v. 14). 

58 1 John 1:1-2; 2:25; 3:14-15; 5:11-13, 16,20. 

59 Cf. 1 John 1:2;3:14-15;5:11-12. 

60 The first person pronoun i)pXv here (as earlier in 1:6- 
8) has an ecclesial sense. It is emphatically placed at 
the beginning and is the dative object of ibu wee 
(differently from the reading o 8cm 4/iti* attested by B 
and minuscules, which, however, yields no meaning); 
the prior placement of v/ilv (1241) is very weakly 
attested, and so has no significance that would 


require an alteration of the text. 

61 In this regard, see Rom 3:24; 6:11.23; 8:2; 1 Cor 
1:2; 15:22; Gal 3:14, 2S( 5:6; Eph 2:14; 4:10-11; 
5:23, 27; Phil 2:1,5; 1 Thess 4:16; cf. D. Zeller, 
“Paulus und Johannes," BZ n.s. 27 (1983) 167-82; 
Schnackenburg describes this relationship between 
Pauline and Johannine christology with somewhat 
greater nuance: sec his DasJohannesevangelium (4 
vols.; HThKNT 4/1-3; Freiburg: Herder, 1965-86) 
4.102-18 (“Ein Vergleich ..."). There is a close 
parallel in John 1:4: iv airii fivt) ijv (e./. ioriv); also 
John 20:31: &a irwrcuovres (cut)v f'xtjrf iv ra ovopari 

62 Cf. also 1 John 3:24 ("he abides in them')-. 4:13,15- 
16; or 2:24 (“you will abide in the Son and in the 
Father"); 5:20 (“And we are in [the one] who is true, 
in his Son Jesus Christ"); also John 14:20; 15:4; Cal 
2:20. 
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objectifying glance. Instead, its christological statement 
has a soteriological intention that draws human beings 
into and holds them within its way of life and point of 
view. It occurs hie et nunc in the community, as a 
reconciling, life-giving reality. Christian life before God 
is life in the Son. 

■ 12 This is confirmed by a concluding antithetical 
parallelism. “Having" the Son means possessing life, just 
as, in turn, “not having” the Son includes loss of life. The 
use of the verb «x«i' makes clear that the author is not 
merely interested in a theoretical apprehension of the 
Christ-event, but that the christological statement implies 
a soteriological content. This is bound up with a call to 
have faith in what is being offered. “Having” the Son is to 
be equated with “accepting in faith,” rather than with 
“possessing,” and the phrase tov viov 63 stands for the 
Christ-event as such. It is no accident that the author can 
speak of the “Son of God” 64 or “his Son” 65 and mean the 
same thing, or that in this verse the absolute to v viov (v. 

12a) can be taken up by tov viov tov Btov (v. 12b). The 
present participle i'xwv indicates that life is not merely 
something promised in an unapproachable future, 66 but 
is that which determines the present existence of the 


believing community. In turn, not accepting the Son 
“even now” means not having life. This recalls 2:18, 
according to which the antichrists, who deny that Jesus is 
the Christ, also do not have the Father. The christolog¬ 
ical controversy is echoed in the present passage as well; 
this was especially evident in 5:6-10. The opponents’ 
denial of Christ does not simply mean, in the abstract, 
that they reject the application of christological titles of 
honor to Jesus. In the mind of the author they are calling 
into question the saving significance of the “Christus 
incarnatus.” They deny the reality of the suffering and 
death of the Son of God and thereby represent a 
different view of history and of the world from that 
adopted by the author. For him, the community’s 
consciousness of being incorporated into (iot\ as the 
reality of the divine gift of salvation presupposes a 
concrete acceptance of humanity and world in the Son of 
God. This is expressed most clearly in the realistic 
interpretation of the sacraments of Baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, and in the witness of the Spirit that 
accompanies them: an appropriation in faith of the 
Christ-event rests on the testimony to the truth borne by 
the three witnesses. 


63 See the absolute “the Son" also in 2:22-24; 4:14; 2 (1:2b; 2:25, and frequently), see above (at v. 11). 

John 9. 

64 See 3:8; 4:15; 5:5, 10a, 12b, 13. 20; cf. 2 John 3 (“the 
Father’s Son”). 

65 See 1:3, 7; 3:23; 4:9-10; 5:9-11. 

66 For the future eschatology of 1 John, cf. 4:17, and 
frequently elsewhere. For absolute fonj (1:1-2, and 
frequently), as well as the equivalent fab auivios 




Section VII: Final Parenetic Remarks 

1 John 5:13-21 


O The Power of Prayer 1 

13 I write these things to you who believe in 

the name of the Son of God, so that you 
may know that you have eternal life. 14/ 
And this is the boldness we have in 
[God], that if we ask anything according 
to [God's] will, God hears us. 1 5/ And if 
we know that God hears us in whatever 
we ask. we know that we have 
(obtained) the requests made of God. 1 6/ 
If you see your brother or sister 
committing what is not a mortal sin, you 
will ask, and God will give life to such a 
one—to those whose sin is not mortal. 
There is sin that is mortal; I do not say 
that you should pray about that. 17/ All 
wrongdoing is sin. but there is sin that is 
not mortal. 18/ We know that those who 
are born of God do not sin, but the one 
who was born of God protects them, and 
the evil one does not touch them. 19/ We 
know that we are God's children, and 
that the whole world lies under the 
power of the evil one. 20/ [But] we know 
that the Son of God has come and has 
given us understanding so that we may 
know [the one] who is true, in [God's] 

Son Jesus Christ. [This] is the true God 
and eternal life. 21/ Little children, keep 
yourselves from idols. 


■ 13 The introductory phrase “I write these things” (ravra 
typaspa) refers back to what has preceded. The readers 
are to recognize what has already been promised them. 


that which they possess through faith in the Son of God, 
namely, eternal life. The key words linking this section to 
the preceding one show that this verse follows seamlessly 


1 Literature: Horst Balz, “Johanneische Theologie und 
Ethik im Licht der 'letzien Stunde, - " in Wolfgang 
Schrage, ed., Studien zum Text und zur Ethik des Neuen 
Testaments: Festschrift zum 80. Geburtstag von Heinrich 
Greeven (BZNW 47; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1986) 35- 
56; Otto Bauernfeind, "Die Ftlrbitte angesichts der 
'Stinde zum Tode,’" in Von der Anlike zum Christen- 
turn: Festgabe fur Victor Schullze (Stettin: Fischer 8c 
Schmidt, 1931) 43-54; A. H. Dammers. “Hard 
Sayings II: 1 John 5,16fT.," Theology 66 (1963) 370- 
72; Francis, “Form and Function”; Josef Herkenrath, 
“Stinde zum Tode,” in Theodor Steinbilchel and 
Theodor Milncker, eds., Aus Theologie und 
Philosophie: Festschrift ftlr Fritz Tillmann zu seinem 73. 
Geburtstag (Diisseldorf: Patmos, 1950) 119-38; Julian 
Hills, “ Little Children, Keep Yourselves from Idols.' 

1 John 5:21 Reconsidered," CBQ_ 51 (1989)285-310; 


G. D. Kilpatrick, “Two Johannine Idioms' (on 5:20); 
Albert Klopper, “Zur Lehre von der Stinde im 1. 
Johannesbrief, Erlauterung von 5,16 fin,’ ZUT/i 43 
(1900) 585-602; Nauck, “Das Problem der 
Redaktion," in idem, Tradition, 133-46; S. M. 
Reynolds, “The Sin unto Death and Prayers for the 
Dead," RefR 20 (1973) 130-39; David M. Scholer, 
“Sins Within and Sins Without: An Interpretation of 
1 John 5:16-17," in Gerald F. Hawthorne, ed., 
Current Issues in Biblical Interpretation: Studies in Honor 
of Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975) 
230-46; Albert Segond, “1" Epitre de jean, chap. 
5,18-20," RHPhR 45 (1965) 349-51; J. L. Ska, 
“Petits enfants, prenez garde aux idoles,' 1 Jn 5,21," 
NRTh 101 (1979) 860-74; Ekkehard Stegemann, 

“‘Kindlein hiitet euch vor den Gotterbildern!’ 
Erwagungen zum Schluss des 1. Johannesbriefes,” TZ 
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after what has just been said. 2 However, the author is 
referring not only to the immediately preceding section 
but to the whole document up to this point. In spite of its 
theoretical passages, as a whole it is a parenetical writing 
expressing an intention to strengthen “knowledge” of the 
community’s status with regard to salvation. 

The author of the Fourth Gospel presents a similar 
formulation at the conclusion of that work (20:31). This 
does not prove that 1 John is dependent on the Fourth 
Gospel. 3 Instead, what one finds here are common 
elements in the world of ideas and basic intentions of the 
different authors within the Johannine school. There is 
no material contradiction in the fact that the author of 
John 20:31 refers to “faith” and the text before us to 
“knowledge,” for the fourth evangelist is not writing a 
missionary tract either. The Gospel is primarily 
addressed to readers who are part of the community, and 
that author presupposes the readers’ “faith.” The same is 
true for the author of this section; beyond that, he could 


point to the possession of the yjTurfia, which confirms the 
community in its knowledge of the truth (2:20, 27). It is 
also presumed that the readers of 1 John have the 
knowledge of faith. The author's purpose is to strength¬ 
en that knowledge. In accordance with the Johannine 
understanding of dltvai (and yivcia-xeiv), this is not 
merely a matter of a broadening and deepening of 
Christian knowledge, but of the complete fulfillment of 
Christian existence. 4 

According to Rudolf Bultmann, v. 13 is the original 
conclusion of 1 John. The following verses, 14-21, 
are to be assigned to a “later redaction,” especially 
because they lack unity as a group. 5 Moreover, these 
verses have a number of hapax legomena and 
theological ideas that appear to give this section an un- 
Johannine character: Kara to (v. 14; but cf. the 

reference to the “will of God” in 2:17; also John 4:34; 
7:17; 9:31); hiavoia (v. 20; see below); absolute 6 
a.\i\6woi (v. 20; also John 7:28; on this, see below at 


41 (1985) 284-94; J. N. Suggil, “1 John 5:21: 

TEKN1A, <t>YAA=ATE EAYTA AnO TfiN 
ElAfiAnN," JTS 36 (1985) 386-90. 

2 Cf. vv. 11 -12 and v. 13 (fmi) aituvios); vv. 1,5, 10 (o 
wTtiuv) and v. 13 (t<* m areiovasv)-, vv. 5,9-11 
with vv. 13 and 20 (vim rot fltoS). 

3 Against Brown, Epistles, 125 (“The epistolary author 
has reflected at length on the original conclusion of 
[the Gospel of John)"); also Balz, “Johanneische 
Theologie," 36 n. 8. The correspondences cannot be 4 
denied: an initial raSra, address in the second person 
plural, construction with iva and a on clause 
dependent on it, the expressions (iujiv eytiv, tnor too 
flcou, the use of ypaQiiu, intrrevctv, ovopa. Neverthe¬ 
less, these should be contrasted with the differences 

1 John 5:13 John 20:31 

fypaspa ycypaxrat 

fibtjre irurr«v<ri)r< 

- ’ IlJO-OOS COTIO O XpHTTOS 

i vibs TOO tftoo 

aiuviov fioijo (with a different variant) 

rois TTurTtvovaiv (cis) mcrrcvovrcs (absolute) 

«lr ro ovopa too otoo cv TO) ovopari airoo 

Here, as elsewhere, the differences do not suggest 
literary dependency of 1 John on the Fourth Gospel. 
This is also true of the more restricted position that it 
was not the Fourth Gospel, but the conclusion of the 
semeia source (John 20:30-31) that was used (but see 
the important arguments of Schnelle against the 
hypothesis of a semeia source in his Antidocetic 


Christology, 135-39, 150-64). One could more easily 
suppose that the extended confession of “Jesus as the 
Christ, the Son of God,” might be a later reflection of 
the antidocetic controversies, demonstrable 
elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel as well; these 
controversies in the Johannine school find unmedi¬ 
ated attestation in 1 John. However, an attempt to 
demonstrate a literary dependence of the Fourth 
Gospel on 1 John is equally unpersuasive. 
Schnackenburg (Epistles, 246) is correct in drawing 
attention to the frequency of oftapcv in what follows 
(vv. 15,18-20); together with tlbijTe it produces a 
“basso continuo" for the whole passage. As early as 
2:20 a fundamental significance was assigned to the 
community's “knowledge," which has reference to 
the truth and is the reason for this writing. 

5 Bultmann, Epistles, 2; see also his “Analyse,” 156, and 
“Redaktion,” 191. Critical positions against 
Bultmann are taken by Nauck, Tradition, 136-46; 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 15-17. The concluding 
section is considered secondary also by Dodd, 
Vielhauer, Wengst, and Schunack; favoring its 
integrity are Balz, Brown, Stegemann, Kiimmel 
(Introduction, 438-40), Francis (“Form and Function," 
124). Marinus de Jonge (De brieven van Johannes 
(Nijkerk: Callenbach, 1968] 223-24) also comes 
down on the side of literary unity; according to him 

2:12-14; 2:21, 26, the author wishes to emphasize in 
a particular way that the addressees are to take to 
heart what he is saying. 
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5:20); the distinction between two classes of sins (vv. 
16-17); and the warning “keep yourselves from idols” 
(v-21). 

However, such arguments are not sufficiently 
weighty to allow one to impute this section to a 
secondary redaction. Hapax legomena are also known 
in other parts of 1 John, without provoking literary- 
critical conclusions. 6 The oral tradition of the 
Johannine school may be responsible for the unique¬ 
ness of some formulations and ideas, in this passage as 
well as elsewhere (thus the distinction between 
“mortal sins” and “sins that are not mortal” would rest 
on existing practices in the community). 7 It must be 
denied that, as a whole, this last section of 1 John, with 
its impeccable textual tradition, gives the impression 
of disorder. The exegesis will show that the thought 
pattern develops in a logical manner. Even if one were 
to label the content of these verses as “assorted 
additional remarks,” 8 it is not out of the question that 


the additions are deliberately placed at the end of 1 
John in connection with the concrete question of the 
forgiveness of sins within the community. In con¬ 
cluding, the author makes the parenetic orientation of 
his writing evident, as is also clear from the summary 
final saying, which apparently echoes pre-Johannine 
tradition (v. 21). The outline of the passage includes: 
the author’s eschatological declaration (v. 13), 
confidence that prayer is heard (vv. 14-15), appeal for 
prayers with reference to the two classes of sins (vv. 
16-17), the sinless condition of those who are born of 
God (vv. 18-20), and concluding admonition (v. 21). 9 
Although in v. 13 the author refers back to the whole 
of 1 John, 10 this does not mean that the writing origi- 


9 


Some central concepts occur as hapax legomena: 
mms (5:4), c’Arr.r (3:3), ki'ki) (5:4), rrapowri'a (2:28), 10 

TiXavr) (4:6), oxavSaAov (2:10), among others. 

Bultmann introduces as an argument against the 
unity of this passage the fact that vv. 14-21 cannot 
be arranged within the alternations of dogmatic and 
ethical discourse (“Redaktion," 192), but one should 
question this assertion as well. Contrary to what he 
says, the fact that a dogmatic section (vv. 4b-12) 
precedes this raises the possibility that the parenetic 
passage (vv. 13-21) was deliberately conceived by the 
author as a concluding admonition to the readers. 
Elsewhere the christological-dogmalic discourses are 
placed before those that are parenetical and ethical, 
as is evident when 2:28 («ot vvv) follows 2:18-27, or 
also in the attachment of 4:7-21 to 4:1-6. On the 
other hand, parenesis dominates the whole 
document; this is evident from the introductory 
section 1:5—2:17, just as 4:7-21 leads toward the 
dogmatic passage 5:4b-l 2. For this reason there is 
no point to Schnackenburg’s objection that 3:23-24 
“clearly forms a conclusion’ ( Epistles , 12). At the 
same time, one must acknowledge that christological 
and parenetic statements are also connected within 
the christological sections. 

Thus Bultmann,’Redaktion,’ 190, 194-96; 
according to this the section represented by vv. 18- 
20 would be a secondary construction separate from 
vv. 16-17 (cf. Bultmann, Epistles. 86-89). 

Francis (’Form and Function," 124-26) makes a 
similar division: eschatological injunction (v. 13), 
prayer and the sinner (vv. 14-17), thematic reprise 


(vv. 18-20), final injunction (v. 21). 

That the aorist i'ypaxpa refers to something in the 
past was clear already at 2:14, 21,26—in contrast to 
the present usage in 1:4 (first person plural) and 2:1, 
7-8, 12 (first person singular; cf. the present 
participle in 2 John 5). In 5:13 the author of 1 John is 
speaking (as in the instances just cited). The shift 
from singular to plural normally has no special 
meaning. However, the subsequent resumption of 
the first person singular with the first person plural 
(oitapcv) is transitional to the ecclesial “we." The 
combination of ypaijfiv with a following u>a clause, 
indicating the intention of the writing, occurs also in 
1:4 and John 20:31. Codex P and the Koine text 

ovopa rov uioS row tfroO: this is to be regarded as a 
secondary assimilation to v. 13c. Similarly, the 
manuscript tradition in v. 13a forms a parallel by 
inserting xat Vita irurr«tSi)re (in place of the participial 
construction in the dative plural). If one accepts the 
text of K* B vg sy h and others as a basis, the dative 
plural roIs nurTtiovatv in v. 13ca is parallel to the 
introductory ipitv, and its purpose is to interpret this 
personal pronoun. The construction marevtiv cis to 
ovopa is found also in the Fourth Gospel (John 1:2; 
2:23; 3:18), where the ’name" always stands for the 
person in whom one has faith (cf. also “in my Father s 
name’ in John 5:43; 10:25; similarly 17:11-12). In 

the accusative); in 1 John 3:23 it is used with the 
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nally ended with v. 13. Since 1 John is not a real letter, 
but rather a written homily, 11 the present verse cannot 
have been part of an original epistolary conclusion, all 
the more since essential elements of a literary conclusion 
to a letter, for example the greetings and benediction, 
are missing. The function of v. 13 is not to conclude the 
writing but to introduce the final section. It anticipates 
what is to follow, in both form and content, since the 
parenetic orientation characteristic of this closing section 
is already evident in this verse. Here, that is, it is evident 
that the Christians addressed are enjoined to realize the 
salvation promised them through concrete deeds. It is 
scarcely accidental that v. 13 expresses in positive terms 
what the saying in v. 21 will repeat in negative form. The 
injunction to be careful to avoid “idols" is translated into 
action when people have correct knowledge and turn to 
Jesus Christ in faith—that is, when they share in eternal 
life. 12 

■ 14-15 The “knowledge” of eternal life in which the 


author wishes to encourage renewed confidence is 
identical with a complete acceptance of God’s testimony 
(v. 9), an acceptance that is to be realized both in theory 
and in practice. This includes the fulfillment of irapptjtrt'a, 
of boldness and confidence, such as will be characteristic 
of Christian believers at the parousia (2:28; 4:17). This 
boldness is founded on the certainty of already sharing in 
eternal life (v. 13; cf. 3:22), and is made concrete in the 
confidence that believers’ prayers will be heard. 13 The 
prayer is addressed to God. 14 The supplementary 
“according to [God’s] will” (ttara to flt'Xrjpa avrov) is not 
to be read as a restrictive condition placed on prayer or 
as a limitation on the confidence of being heard. Instead, 
it makes clear that every proper prayer is directed 
toward the fulfillment of God’s will. 15 That the one who 
prays can confidently hope to be heard 16 is expressed by 
the phrase exoptv to. alrr/fiara. 17 The author does not say 
which prayer he has in mind. There is no reason in the 
matter itself to restrict the object of proper prayer. The 


Fourth Gospel as well (John 3:36: o rrurrcvwv (is rov 
vlov; 5:24: morcww r<L TifpipavTi). There is no 
difference in meaning, as was clear also at 1 John 
5:10 {mardeiv tit twice; morcvctv with the dative 
once). In any case what is meant is a total surrender 
in faith. The attempt to postulate a Semitic 
background for this construction is unpersuasive, 
nurrevtiv with the dative of the thing or person is 
ordinary Greek (BAGD 660-61; it is also LXX 
Greek: Rudolf Bultmann, ‘ma r«v<«,” TDNT 6 (1968) 

197 n. 149, 203. In addition, it urreiuv tis does not 
really correspond to Hebrew 3 or b J’OK.I, but is an 
‘original NT construction” (Ethelbert Stauffer, “tir." 
TDNT 2 [ 1964] 432), which, however, has early 
parallels outside the NT (cf. BAGD 661-62). 

11 See above (Introduction to 1 John). 

12 See, in addition, what is said with regard to v. 21 
below. Beyond this, it is not appropriate to point to 
the correspondence between otkapcv (vv. 15, 18-20) 
and dtijT( (v. 13) in support of the original unity of 
the final section (as do Schnackenburg, Epistles, 246; 
and Balz, “Johannesbriefe,” 207). Instead, one should 
look especially to the concepts of (ioij and vtos rov 
6<ov (see n. 2 above). 

13 The demonstrative pronoun with a following Krt 
clause is also found at 5:9,11, and refers here, as 
there (and earlier in 3:16) to what follows; 8r. 
accordingly has an epexegetical function (“that"). 
Regarding 8ri lav re. lav is occasionally used, in NT 
language, in place of av after a relative pronoun. 

This usage emphasizes the conditional character of 
the clause (cf. v. 15a/3 and the close parallel in 3:22: o 


lav alrUpev, also 3 John 5; John 15:7;BDF§ 107 
[1]). Such an emphasis is indicated also by the variant 
readings for the present text: im 5 (c)dv (33 81; latt) 
or o Ti (or on) (l)av (A 049 69* pc). But the reading 
mentioned above, as the lectio difficilior, is to be 
preferred. While a condition may be presumed (cf. 
John 5:31; 8:16; 15:14; Luke 6:33; Rom 2:25, and 
frequently), one should also consider that lav can 
sometimes have the meaning of Unto (“as often as"): 1 
John 2:28 u.f; John 12:32; 14:3; BAGD 211. Hence, 
the certainty of being heard has already been 
expressed in v. 14ba, not first at v. 14b/3. The 
construction in v. 14, lav with the present indicative, 
is unusual; however, in the NT lav does appear, 
though very rarely, in place of ct or tntt (1 Thess 3:8; 
perhaps also at John 5:31). The information in BDR 
§ 373, 3 n. 12, that Greek examples are found only 
from the second century ce and later, is incorrect 
(cf., in contrast, BAGD 211). 

14 Regarding irp'os avrov: it seems likely, at first glance, 
that the personal pronoun refers to the preceding rov 
vlov rov 6(ov (v. 13). In line with 3:21, however, it is 
more proper to refer the concept of nappi)<ria to 
God, who judges and pardons; this applies also to 
what follows (v. 18: “being born of God”); the 
application of the avrov to Jesus is thus less appealing, 
although here as elsewhere the author is deliberately 

15 Cf. Matt 7:7; 26:42 par. (on this, see Brown, Epistles, 
609: “a Johannine echo of the Synoptic account of 
Jesus’ own prayer"). Dodd ( Epistles, 134) interprets 
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boldness and confidence of the one praying are without that one who does not meet God’s ethical demands is also 

limit because such a person is conscious of being incapable of praying properly. This is illustrated in the 

supported by God’s saving care in Christ. Sermon on the Mount with the bad examples of the 

The certainty that believers’ prayers are heard is also Pharisees and scribes, as well as those of the Gentiles 
expressed in the Fourth Gospel in the word of the (Matt 6:5-8; cf. 6:14-15), and in the Letter of James 

Revealer (14:13; 15:7; 16:23-24, 26). Of course the with the observation that contentious members of the 

present verse, with its observation that prayer must be community will not have their prayers heard, because 

spoken “according to God’s will," calls attention to the they pray tea k5>s (“wrongly”): Jas 4:3. 

fact that proper prayer should not place human will and If v. 15 is a parallelism in which the first part expresses 

desire in the foreground, but should open itself without that which conditions, and the second part that which is 

reservation to God’s demand. It is no accident that the 
assurance of prayer’s being heard was previously given a 
foundation with the statement that “we obey his com¬ 
mandments and do what pleases him” (3:22). It was a 
matter of general conviction in primitive Christianity 


“limiting conditions” that must determine the prayer, contrast to aircurflai). “Ex (tv appears frequently in 

so that the human wishes presented in prayer can be the Johannine corpus (88 times in the Fourth Gospel; 

“redirected." This interpretation is not without its 28 times in 1 John; 4 times in 2 John, 2 times in 3 

problems. Certainly, he thinks of these “limiting John) and refers both to God (2 John 9; 1 John 2:23; 

conditions" as obedience to God (3:22), abiding in cf. 1:6-7: “have fellowship with God”) and to Christ 

Christ (John 15:7), and prayer in the name of Christ (2:1: the advocate; also 2:23) as the source of 

(John 14:14). But in the mind of the author this eschatological salvation; it can also refer to 

means that proper prayer, because it opens itself eschatological salvation itself (fcotj: 5:12; itappijei'a: 

without restriction to the will of God. represents an 3:21; 4:17; 5:14; paprupi'a: 5:10). Different objects 

“unconditional" turning of the human being toward represent eschatological salvation (cj>a>s: John 8:12; 

God. It is different with the expression rroiciv to 12:35; aya-my. 13:35; eipijvij: 16:33; x a P“ : 17:13; also 

fleAtjpa row flcoi, which in the Johannine writings rat cvroAdr: 14:21). The verb thus belongs 

asserts a correspondence between human behavior completely in the context of present eschatology, 

and the will of God and thereby describes a This is also clear from the combination with peVciv: 

“condition” that is to determine the relationship of “having” the Father and the Son means nothing 

human beings to God (1 John 2:17; John 7:17; 9:31; other than “abiding in the Son and in the Father" (1 

for the relationship of the Revealer to God: John John 2:23-24; cf. 3:21 with 3:24). The presbyter also 

4:34). recognizes that “abiding in the teaching of Christ" is 

16 The verb dxoiW is constructed with the genitive identical with “having God" (2 John 9). This 

here: “to listen to someone," “to pay attention to consciousness of salvation describes the present 

someone" (apart from vv. 14-15, also 4:5-6; cf. John condition of the community, so that one may speak in 

9:31; II :41-42, and frequently); otherwise it is used the sense of the Johannine w ritings of a 'religion of 

with the accusative (1:1, 3, 5; 2:7, 24: 3:11) or with a having as distinct front other religions of seeking and 

following Sri (2:18; 4:3). Cf. Gerhard Kittel, “a«ou<v." expecting" (Hermann Hanse, ‘ex«>," TDMT 2 [1964] 

TDNT 1 (1964) 216: “The classical] rule of the 826). However, this “having" does not refer to a 

gen[itive]... for the persons whom we hear, and the possession at one’s disposal; it is open to the future, 

accusative] for the persons or things about whom or dependent on the advocacy of the Paraclete (1 John 

which we hear, is applied even more systematically in 2:1), and implies the demand not to lose what has 

the NT." once been attained (cf. the imperative pr'rert: 1 John 

17 BAGD 333:‘to have been granted the requests’; also 2:28; 2:24, 27). 

= “enjoy" (what was asked for). Airtjpa is found in the 

NT otherwise only in Luke 23:24 (y«-c«rtfai ri 
airTipa: to grant a request) and Phil 4:6 (airijpara = 

“prayers”); close to our text is Hrrm. Sim. 4.6 

asked'); cf. Jas 4:3 {i\tur parallel to Aap/Javciv in 
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conditioned, it would appear from the double o lia/stv as 
well as from the parallelism of the other expressions that 
this is a tautology intended to underscore only one point, 
that the community knows that God hears its prayers. 18 
But there is a distinction already in the fact that, in 
contrast to the preceding clause, v. 15b, with air' avrov, 
places its emphatic focus on the divine answer to prayer. 
Moreover, it is perhaps not accidental that the perfect 
ijrtfxa/xci' follows the present alrmp.(6a (v. 15b). 19 Even 
though this might represent a mere stylistic variation, 
one may note that the certainty of prayer’s being heard is 
underscored by the assertion that the community can 
remember concrete experiences of such response to their 
prayer. This kind of faith experience is reflected also in 
Mark 11:24 (“whatever you ask for in prayer, believe 
that you have received it, and it will be yours”). 20 Verse 
15 is not to be interpreted as a tautology; instead, it 
expresses an escalation of the assurance of being heard. 
This prepares for the following verses, which will address 
themselves to a particular prayer intention. 

■ 16-17 It follows that there is a logical development of 
the thought in vv. 13-15. The section begins with the 
author’s expression of his intention to promote the 
knowledge of eternal life among the readers. It leads 
then to an indirect demand that they realize nappqaia 
through proper prayer. It ends with a reference to the 
community’s concrete experience of prayer. Verses 16- 


17 follow logically. An individual instance of such 
prayer, and one that the author thinks important, is now 
addressed. In this connection, the key word alrciv serves 
the purpose of clarification. 21 While in the preceding 
verses there was a general discussion of prayer, here it is 
a matter of prayers of petition on behalf of a fellow 
Christian as ait\<f>os 22 The community situation already 
echoed in 1:6-7 is presupposed. The Christian commu¬ 
nity—as is generally the case in the NT (cf. Matt 13:24— 
30, 36-43)—is not an empirically sinless body but a 
communion continually threatened by sin, a union of 
good and evil people, a corpus mixtum to whom forgive¬ 
ness of sins is promised through the Christ-event and that 
is constantly striving not to sin (2:1). 

Thus the present text is to be understood as commu¬ 
nity parenesis, but without reference to any opposing 
teaching. The future airrjVci has an imperative force. 

The Christian brother or sister’s failing is to be the 
occasion for the community’s petitionary prayer. It 
opens the way to life. 23 As elsewhere in 1 John (cf. 2:25; 
5:20, and frequently), foitj refers to “eternal life.” 
Consequently, Bavaros refers to “eternal death" (cf. 3:14; 
John 5:24; 8:51), and “mortal sin” means the offense that 
subjects the doer to God’s unrelenting judgment, and on 
behalf of which no petition is allowed. 24 The thought is 
logically carried through. After the encouragement to 
pray for the sinful sister or brother who has committed a 


18 This is given as an argument for the redactional 
hypothesis in Bultmann, “Redaktion," 193. 

19 Regarding the variants: instead of air’, APV and 3J1 
read vap\ which, however, does not really change 
the statement. A substantial number of minuscules 
have the aorist yrrjaapfv in place of the perfect 
nrtjicapcv, but the distinction between this and the 
preceding present indicative is maintained. 

20 In this connection, Dodd ( Epistles , 135) speaks of the 
“paradox" of the mystery of prayer: “To the extent 
that it is really a prayer, it contains its own answer." 

21 The middle voice, acrcurftu (vv. 14-15), is here 
replaced by the active airily (v. 16). That the latter 
also appears at 3:22 makes clear that the shift is not 
to be evaluated in literary-critical terms; there is no 
difference in meaning. The word is reflected again at 
the conclusion of the verse by the synonym ipuirtjaji- 

22 In the OT one already finds instances of someone 
petitioning on behalf of another, e.g., Moses for the 
people Israel (Exod 32:11-13, 34-35, and 
frequently); these show that OT Israel, like the 
Christian community, saw human existence not as 


something isolated but as a life supported by 
community. Cf. also the prayer of Jesus for his own 
(John 17:9), as well as the general encouragement to 
pray (John 14:13-14; 1 John 3:22). 

23 One could think of flcos as the subject of Biloxi (so 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 249, with reference to 
5:11); however, it is also possible that tis (v. 16) is 
assumed to be the subject. This construal is most 
likely from the point of view of the grammar, since 
otherwise one would have to suppose another shift in 
the subject before tpiortjtru. That prayer, in NT 
understanding, can be thought of as a life-giving 
power is shown by Jas 5:15, 20. 

24 Regarding tparijaji: lhe variant reading tis 
(minuscules 15, 26, 36, 43, 98, 614, syP, and others) 
is secondary. It is also understandable, even without 
it, that the same subject (ns) as in v. 16a is presumed. 
The verb ipiarav as “ask,” “pray,’ also occurs in John 
14:16; 16:26; 17:9, 15. 
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“sin that is not mortal" (v. 16a, b) comes a prohibition 
against praying for “mortal sins" (v. 16c, d). Then the 
author returns to the beginning: all abticta (“wrongdo¬ 
ing") is sin. But 25 a distinction must be made. Only in the 
case of the “sin that is not mortal” is the community’s 
prayer allowed. 26 This is the only passage in which 1 
John distinguishes between “mortal sins” and “sins that 
are not mortal." Only in the latter case may prayers of 
petition be offered. In contrast, “mortal sins" are judged 
to be such serious offenses that they separate one from 
Christian fellowship, subject the sinner to final, eschato¬ 
logical judgment, and do not permit a return to the 
community. The concept of afiapria itp'os Savarov, 
unique in primitive Christian writings, recalls the OT- 
Jewish idea of the sin unto death, referring to an 
unforgivable, serious, deliberate offense (cf. Num 18:22: 
apaprlav 8avaTT)tf>6pov), the consequence of which was 
physical death. 27 However, the author uses this expres¬ 
sion in a spiritualized sense, in terms of “eternal death,” 

25 Kai (v. 17b) has an adversative meaning, presup- not command” in the sense of someone giving 

posing the reading oi (see the following footnote); cf. personal advice). This approach is found as early as 

also 3:2; BDF § 442(1). Ambrose De poenitentia 1.10.44-47; also Walter 

26 In v. 17, oi is relatively well attested; if it were Doskocil, Der Bonn in der llrkirche (MThS, canonical 

omitted (so Windisch and Preisker, Die Kalholischen section 11; Munich: Zink, 1958) 97; Bauernfeind, 

Briefe, 135) v. 17 would express a climax concluding “Fiirbitte," 51; K. Wennemer, “Der Christ und die 

with the indirect warning against “mortal sin." Siinde nach der Lehre des ersten Johannesbriefes." 

27 Num 15:30-31 LXX (cfoA ( flpcufli)<rerai ^ GuL 33 (1960) 370-76, esp. 372; cf. A. H. Dammers, 

ti roO Aaof avrijs, . . . curptyei »rpij9i)<rcrai ij 'pv-gil “Hard Sayings 11: 1 John 5,16fT. Theology 66 (1963) 

CKcivi), l) afiapria avrijs ei> airg, “That person shall be 370-72, esp. 372. Others presume that the verbs 

cut off from among his people . . . that person shall Kiyeiv and tpcarai’ are used intransitively and 

be utterly cut off; his iniquity shall be upon him"); Isa understand “ask" as “asking a question" (a Christian is 

22:14; also the distinctions in T. 12 Pair. (T. lss. 7.1; not meant to reflect on the question of what is 

T. Gad 6.3-7); IQS viii. 17, 21—ix.2; Jub. 21.22; pardonable and what is unpardonable): Cook, BSac 

26.34, and frequently. 123(1966) 259; Trudinger, Bib 52 (1972) 542. 

28 For what follows, cf. Ingrid Goldhahn-Muller, Die Another harmonizing interpretation limits the 

Grenze der Gemeinde: Studien turn Problem der Zweile concept of “mortal sin" to sinners unwilling to repent 

Busse im Neuen Testament unter Beriicksichtigung der (Poschmann, Paenitentia, § 78, and the majority of 

Entwicklung im zweiten Jahrhundert bis Tertullian Catholic exegetes), to non-Christians (Stott, Epistles. 

(GThA 39; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck be Ruprecht, 188-90), or, most frequently, to the false teachers 

1989), with extensive bibliography; see in particular opposed by 1 John (beginning with Augustine De 

W. R. Cook, “Harmatiological Problems in First sermone Domini 1.22.73 [CChr 35; Turnhout: 

John," BSac 123 (1966) 249-60; Bernhard Brepols, 1967] 81-83; KlOpper, Bonsirven, Chaine, 

Poschmann, Paenitentia secunda: Die kirchliehe Busse im Scholer, Houlden, and Brown). The dominant idea 

iiltesten Christentum bis Cyprian und Origenes (Theoph in this concluding section of the letter is, however, its 

1; Bonn: Hanstein, 1940; reprinted 1964); P. disciplinary intention, the purpose being to achieve a 

Trudinger, “Concerning Sins, Mortal and Otherwise: complete separation from gross sinners for the sake 

A Note on 1 John 5,16-17,"Ri4 52 (1971) 541-42. of the community's purity. 

Cf. also above, at 5:13-15. It is often the case that a 
harmonizing interpretation of vv. 16 and 17 takes 
the sting out of them. Reference is made to the 
author's subjective formulation (oi . .. Aeyu = “I do 


definitive exclusion from eschatological existence. Even 
though individual offenses are not precisely stated, and 
though a strict casuistry is still foreign to 1 John, this idea 
of “mortal sin” has its place in the dualistic and eschato¬ 
logical context of this homily and is to be understood as 
the radical opposite to the highest good of salvation, 
eternal life. 


Excursus: Second Repentance 

Primitive Christian penitential practice is reflected in 
this passage at a relatively advanced state of develop¬ 
ment. In the pre-Johannine period and alongside the 
Johannine communities there was not yet any similar 
differentiation. Instead, decisions regarding sinners 
were made in individual cases, and there existed no 
institutional basis with its corresponding system of 
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around 140, offered the possibility of a second 
repentance, asserting that because of “the weakness of 
[human beings] and the subtlety of the devil” God 
offers this possibility to all sinners, except for the newly 
baptized and catechumens in the Christian community. 
This author, however, agrees in principle with the 
author of Hebrews in believing that baptism is the only 
means by which forgiveness of sins is offered to 
Christians, because although its pardon is applied to 
previous sins, it at the same time implies an obligation 
not to sin any more. 35 Both these offers of repentance 
have an eschatological motivation; it is a question of a 
last, unusual “hour of grace” before the end comes. In 
contrast, Poschmann’s statement that the Shepherd of 
Hermas presents no special offer of grace that would 
modify a general rigor, but rather a pastoral 
announcement of a final repentance in preparation for 
the rapidly approaching parousia, is not very 
persuasive. The reference to rigorist teachers, the 
modes of revelation through a letter from heaven and 
an angel of repentance, which underscore the unusual 
character of the metanoia, and the joyful relief with 
which Hermas cries, as in Man. 4.3.7 (“I attained life 
when 1 heard these things”), cannot be explained in 

Of course, the prophetic messages of Elchasai and 
the Shepherd of Hermas concerning a unique exception 
to rigorous practice in the expectation of the 
approaching end of the world could be nothing more 
than a provisional solution. The more the immediate 

more intense was the consciousness of general 
sinfulness as something not to be overcome, and of the 
daily need for forgiveness. Awareness of the reality of 
community life forced the question of the law of 
metanoia to recede before the emphasis on its absolute 


necessity, until finally, with the development of a 
clearly dominant clerical order, a claim could be made 
for the forgiveness of sins now and at all times, no 
matter what kind they might be. This progress toward 
a “catholic” penitential system is already echoed in the 
Pastoral Letters, 36 is solidified in the Apostolic 
Fathers, 97 and is found in a fully developed form in 
Dionysus of Corinth, about 170 (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 
4.23.6), in lrenaeus, bishop of Lyons, 180-200 (Adv. 
haer. 1.6.3; 13.5.7), and finally in the Catholic 
Tertullian in his tract De paenilenlia, from the first 
years after 200. Here one finds testimony to the 
church's practice of one-time repentance as a fixed 
institution. It is called a second planca salutis, which 
reestablishes the state of grace given in baptism. It is an 
opus with the power of satisfaction; for sinners must 
publicly humiliate themselves in sackcloth and ashes, 
with prayer, fasting, and tears, before the clerics, the 
martyrs, and the whole community, in order to present 
salisfaclio to God and the church. This practice was 
confirmed in the third century by the Roman bishop 
Callistus (]- 222) and Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (f 
258), and not least by Cornelius, the episcopal 
opponent of Novatian in Rome (ca. 2 51). 

The development of second repentance in the early 
Christian church can be represented schematically as 


Ruprecht, 1979) 320-33 (at 328- 29); Johannes 
Irmscher, “The Book of Elchasai,” in NTApoc 1 
2.745-50; L. Cirillo, Elchasai egli Elchasaiti. Vn 
contrihuto alia storia delle comunita giudeo-cristiane 
(Cosenza, 1984); Gerard P. Luttikhuizen, The 
Revelation of Elchasai (Texte und Studien zum 
Antiken Judentum; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 

1985) (and on this, see F. Stanley Jones's review, JAC 
30 [1987] 200-209). 

35 Herm. Man. 4.3.1-7; Vis. 2.2.5; Sim. 6.2; 9.18. and 
frequently; cf. Martin Dibelius, Der Hirt des Hermas 
(HNT Erganzungsband 4; Tubingen: Mohr 
[Siebeck], 1923)510-13. 

36 Cf. 1 Tim 1:20; 5:19-20; Titus 3:10-11. 

37 CE, e.g„ Ignatius Phld. 8.1: iraotv ovv pcravooveiv 

trvvcipiov roE ivurnonov (“The Lord forgives all who 


repent—if, that is, their repentance brings them into 
God's unity and to the bishop's council’); 2 Clem. 8.3: 
only death limits the possibility for confession of sins 
and repentance. Herm. Vis. 3.7.5-6: apostate 
Christians have the opportunity for repentance “after 
they have been tormented and fulfilled the days of 
their sins.” That Hermas here allows for a "post- 
mortal opportunity for repentance” (so Klaus YVengst 
on 2 Clem. 8.3: Schriften des Urchristentums [Munich: 
Kdsel, 1984] 2.249 n. 62) is debatable (cf. Dibelius, 
Hirt des Hermas. 470-71). 
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Our text distinguishes itself from the other two 
central passages in 1 John that also speak thematically 
of the subject of apaprm (1:7—2:2 and 3:4-10) by its 
introduction of two classes of sins. In 1:8-10 the 
universality of apapria and Hilda is confirmed by the 
universality of the Christ-evenl that frees us from sins. 
In that instance, the author is concerned with 
individual sins. On the one hand, the existence of 
offenses allows one to conclude to the offenders’ not 
being in the truth (v. 8); on the other hand, existence 
in the truth also means being free from sin. This is not 
only true of the single action of baptism. The 


individual Christian, is placed under a demand not to 
sin. They must continually realize anew the “cleansing” 
from sin given them in the Christ-event. 38 

Whereas this section describes the fundamental link 
between Christ's atoning sacrifice and Christians' 
freedom from sin and emphasizes the ethical conse¬ 
quences of this situation, 3:4-10 also stands within a 
parenetic context. Here there is also reference to the 
Christ-event (v. 5: Jesus as the sinless one), but this 
time a dualistic contrast is derived from it: (1) 
Sinlessness is predicated of the one who abides in 
Christ (v. 6). This is escalated to a statement that one 
who is born of God cannot sin (v. 9: oi hvvarat 
ipapravuv); instead, the one born of God “does what is 
right’ (v. 7). (2) Anyone who sins has not known Christ 
(v. 6). Such a person is “from the devil," and the devil is 
the one who “has been sinning from the beginning” (v. 

physically based distinction between sinners and 
righteous. Within the context of parenesis he wishes to 
emphasize that Christians must make a decision in 
favor of doing what is right, namely, loving the sisters 
and brothers (v. 10). The assertion of non posse 
peccare 39 is not a statement of an unchangeable 
situation but is connected with the condition of being 
born of God. Being born of God, in turn, is a historical 
possibility, namely, an eschatological reality actualized 
through faith. The section at 3:4-10 therefore offers a 
parenesis directed to fundamental principles, not an 
abstract reflection on the difference between the mode 
of existence of the children of God and the children of 
the devil (v. 10a). 

The author thus does not minimize sin. It is as all- 
encompassing as ahinla, which is also equated with 
apaprla in 1:9. 40 In the passage now under discussion, 
however, he distinguishes two kinds of sins. Is this the 
expression of a different standpoint from what is found 
elsewhere in 1 John, and should one conclude from it 
that this section is secondary? In this line Rudolf 
Bultmann, on behalf of his theory that the concluding 
section should be attributed to the ‘ecclesiastical 


38 1 John 2:1-2; cf. above, ad loc. 

39 1 John 3:9; on this problem, see Augustine’s conflict 
with Pelagius: the latter taught that, in principle, 
every human being is capable of living a sinless life, 
because if this were not so, freedom of the will and 
individual responsibility would not exist. Primarily in 
the interest of an ascetic and moral theory, he 
rejected the idea of an original sin and interpreted 
Adam's sin as merely a bad example. In response, 
Augustine interpreted sin as a wrong basic 
inclination of the entirety of human existence, from 
which not the free human will but only God’s 


undeserved and irresistibly working grace can free us 
(Augustine, “On the Grace of Christ, and On 
Original Sin," 1.4, 5, in many editions, e.g., Marcus 
Dods, ed„ The Works of Aurelius Augustinus [Edin¬ 
burgh: Clark, 1895], vol. 12: The Anti-Pelagian Works 
of St. Augustine, vol. 2; or Philip Schaff, ed., Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers [reprinted, Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1956] 5.213- 55). 

40 Cf. 1:7. This also clarifies the concept of avopia (3:4; 
otherwise not found in the Johannine writings): sin is 
an offense against what is commanded by God (the 
word vipos does not appear in the Johannine Letters; 
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self-knowledge chat is demanded of the community, 
which sees itself as a unified whole confronted by 
God's claim, and also for love's action on behalf of the 
sisters and brothers who are falling into error. 45 


■ 18 The introduction of each of the first three verses of 
this concluding part (vv. 18-21) with oita/icv is an 
effective rhetorical device. The “knowledge” of the 
community, with which the author expresses his own 
solidarity (using the first person plural), so that he and 
they appear as a unified whole, presupposes the condi¬ 
tion of salvation that has been attributed to the readers 
throughout this document and that has been accepted by 
the community as the gift of God (cf. 2:12-14; 5:11, and 
frequently elsewhere). This knowledge includes the 
conviction that the one born of God does not sin (5:1-2) 
and thus the indirectly expressed warning not to sin (cf. 
2:1). These verses therefore follow seamlessly after the 
previous reflections on the problem of sin in the 


community. The necessary distinction between forgiv¬ 
able and unforgivable sins also acknowledges the 
fundamental assertion and warning that a Christian is set 
apart from sin, that is, that she or he cannot sin (3:9). 
That this “sinlessness” is not a matter of human worth 
but must ultimately be acknowledged as the gift of a 
gracious God is asserted by the following 6 yivvi}6t\t « 
tov 6cov, the exegetical meaning of which is not easily 
clarified. 46 

There are two possible interpretations: (1) The one 
“born of God” is the human being. The individual who is 
“born of God” (6 yevvi)6c\s ck tov 8tov) would then be 
identical with the one referred to in the previous clause 
as 6 y(yevv7)/ievos (K tov Bcov. But in that case one would 
expect rijpei kavrov , 47 because a reference to Semitic 
forms is too hypothetical. 48 Moreover, if one adopts this 
interpretation the shift from perfect participle to aorist 
participle would be an inexplicable puzzle. (2) Thus a 
reference to Christ is more probable. In Johannine 


45 Dodd correctly points out that a precise classification 
of mortal sins was reserved for the moral theology of 
the later church. Even though the opposing teaching 
combated by the author could fall under the 
classification of “mortal sin” because it included a 
denial of the Christ-confession and was traced to the 
antichrists (thus Dodd, Epistles, 136), it is no accident 
that this conclusion is not expressly drawn. One 
would be jumping to conclusions to think only of the 
false teachers in 1 John at this point. Instead, what is 
prohibited is prayer for any Christian who does not 
show him- or herself to be a member of the 
community, a “sister” or “brother." The OT and 
Jewish texts adduced to provide an explanation in 
terms of the history of religions (Lev 18:29; 19:8; 
20:1-9; Job. 21.22; 26.34; 33.13; cf. Jub. 33.18; T. 
Iss. 7.1: “deadly sin”) can be applied only with 
reservations, since in them death is understood as a 
physical, not an eschatological consequence of sin, 
nor is the prayer of petition mentioned in those texts 
(cf. Smalley, /, 2, 3 John, 297-98). 

46 The textual variants have relatively poor attestation 

(33: 6 5c y(vvTf6(\s c«; some minuscules, all 

the Old Latin manuscripts, and the Bohairic 
translation read: t) ytvirqtns) and can lay no claim to 
priority. 

47 This is the reading of 9)1, as well asKAPy and 
others; in spite of this considerable attestation, 
however, this reading must be seen as a secondary 
smoothing (with Nestle-Aland 26 ), especially since a 
predicate expansion (such as ayvov) would have been 


expected (cf. also Schnackenburg, Epistles, 252-53). 

48 This is said in response to Klaus Beyer, Semitische 
Syntax im Neuen Testament 1/1 (1962; 2d ed.; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1968) 216- 
27, according to whom this expression is a Semitism 
combined with a conditional participle (the reference 
to John 17:2, irav o . . . airm, is inappropriate, since 
that text has neither a participle nor a shift from 
nominative to accusative; instead, the accusative 
object fmt )v alibviov is simply anticipated by irav o). If 
one presupposed a Semitic usage, one could join 
Albert Segond (“l re Epitre," 350) in augmenting 
T-qpet with the nominative subject 8tos: “The one who 
is born of God, (God) guards him or her and the Evil 
One does not touch him or her." Thus also 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 253; Schunack, Bnefe, 105. 

rest of the NT, cf. only Heb 11:23; the genitive 
singular only at Matt 2:1; genitive plural in Rom 
9:11. A christological interpretation is represented 
by, for example, Gustav Wohlenberg, “Glossen zum 
erstenjohannesbrief," NKZ 13 (1902) 240 (art. IV, 
on 5:18); Windisch, Die Katholischen Briefe, 135 
(undecided); Preisker in Windisch and Preisker, Die 
Katholischen Briefe, 168; Nauck, Tradition, 139. 





VII. The Power of Prayer 


1 John 5:13-21 


understanding he is not only the “Son of God” but also 
bears the title povoyevqs (4:9; John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18) 
and is also apostrophized in 1 John as 6 Xpurros ex toS 
6(ov ytytvvTiTai (5:1). While Jesus is generally repre¬ 
sented as the object of God’s sending and of the faith of 
human beings, he can certainly be the subject as well (1 
John 3:8; cf. 1:7), and the Fourth Gospel can describe 
the activity of Jesus Christ, the Revealer, with the verbs 
TTiptiv and <f>v\a<r<r(iv (17:12). 

If Jesus Christ is 6 yevvqden ix tov 6(0v, and if he 
protects the people who are born of God, the complete 
thought would be: what is primary for those born of God 
is their relationship to God. They are “protected” from 
the evil one by Christ (v. 18). They are thereby separated 
from the world (v. 19) and have knowledge of the “true 
God” (v. 20). When Christians know that they are secure 
under the rule of Christ, they are withdrawn from the 
sphere of the devil’s power. The “evil one” cannot touch 
them to stain them with sin. 49 

■ 19 It is on the basis of “being from God” that humans 
can be preserved from the power of the evil one, for such 
existence is at the same time a matter of being defined by 
the one who was born of God, that is, Christ. The second 
oibapev thus makes an interpretive connection with the 
first (v. 18). In v. 19 the dualistic contrast contained in 
the preceding verse is taken up and interpreted. The 
difference between God and the devil here corresponds 


to the alternative between God and the world. When 
believers are grounded in God 50 they are separated from 
the world, which “lies under the power of the evil one." 51 
This separation is then recognized through faith, with a 
knowledge that can only be achieved in faith. It would be 
a mistake to attempt to read this statement as the 
expression of the arrogant self-confidence of an esoteric 
community, for Christ’s saving work is not accomplished 
simply for the «xAij<ri'a, but universally on behalf of the 
whole KotTpos (2:2; 4:14). There is an indirect expression 
here of the warning not to allow oneself to be overcome 
by the power of the world and the evil one (cf. 2:15). 

■ 20 The third object of knowledge in faith (after vv. 18 
and 19) is recognition of God. In accordance with the 
fundamental statement of Johannine theology, however, 
this cannot be had without an understanding of the 
Christ-kerygma. Therefore the author first looks back to 
the Son’s having come 52 as gift. 53 This makes the 
christological statement in v. 18b concrete. While that 
passage spoke of Christ’s protective function, here it is 


49 Compare this with 1:7. ' O iroi>i)pos is also in 2:13-14; 
5:20; John 17:15; in addition, there is the expression 
6 8id0oAor (1 John 3:8, 10; John 6:70; 8:44; 13:2); by 
contrast, the Semitic <rarai>at is not found in the 
Johannine corpus. "Arrr<<r0ai (“touch," "hold on to") 
is also in John 20:17, with reference to bodily touch; 
it does not occur elsewhere in our literature. On this 
subject, cf. 1 Clem. 56.8 (Job 5:19): ov jit) Vyjjra : <rov 
xaxov (“no harm shall touch you"). 

50 For the parallel between <« 8to D and cleat ce ra> 

8tw, cf. below at v. 20. 

51 Thus also BAGD 427, with an alternative translation 
“be dependent on someone” (with reference to 
Sophocles Oedipus Rex 247-48; Polybius 6.15.6); less 
likely is the translation ‘the whole world lies in 
malice," that is, it is thoroughly evil; this would be 
founded on xiiaBai ce = “be in a certain condition’ (2 
Macc 3:11; 4:31, 34; 3 Macc 5:26); but in that case 
the article r£ would be superfluous. 

52 “H«ct refers to Jesus’ earthly existence; the verb is 
also used in this sense—corresponding to the 
“biographical" outline of the Fourth Gospel—in John 


2:4; 4:47; 8:42; in the rest of the NT it refers 
especially to future (apocalyptic) events (Matt 8:11 
par.; Luke 19:43; Rev 3:9; 15:4, and frequently), 
particularly the parousia of Christ (Matt 24:50 par.; 2 
Pet 3:10; Rev 2:25; 3:3). and also in quotations (Rom 
11:26; Heb 10:7, 37). The christological and 
kerygmatic aspect was expanded by Latin scribes: “et 
carnem induit nostri causa et passus est et resurrexit 
a mortuis adsumpsit nos" (t vg m “ etc.). According to 
Adolf von Harnack, this formula goes back to Greek 
antignostic creedal traditions from the third or 
second century (“Zur Textkritik," 570-71; Brown, 
Epistles. 623). 

53 While the present tfxci expresses “the situation arising 
from the action" (Ktlhner-Gerth, Grammatik, 1.136), 
namely, the appearance of Jesus, the perfect Bc'Bmmv 
describes the duration of what has been accom¬ 
plished (as a combination of present and aorist: BDF 
§ 340) and refers (like the aorist of the variant 
reading thusxiv) to the present situation of the 
community; it is now defined by the gift of insight. 
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clear that such protection consists in his bestowing the cf. 1 John 1:8; 2:4). Thus the adjective aArjflivof in the 

insight or “understanding" that comes from faith. 54 This Fourth Gospel (John 7:28; 17:3), as elsewhere in the NT 

insight leads to knowledge and is therefore directed to and its environment (1 Thess 1:9; 1 Clem. 43.6) can refer 

“the one who is true." to God. There is a more distant background for this 

Even though Codex A and other manuscripts signal, usage in the OT, according to which God is regarded as 

by the addition of 8eov, that in the opinion of later faithful and true (Exod 34:6; cf. 2 Chr 15:3; Ps 86:15). 

copyists a.\i)8iv6v is intended to refer to God, the In addition, especially in the Jewish Hellenistic context, 

absolute adjectival noun must be recognized as the God is accorded the title “real,” “genuine,” as opposed to 

original reading. Since this usage is unique in the the false divinities of the gentile world. 55 It is true that 

Johannine literature, the question whether the author the OT parallels are not the genetic point of origin for 

intends to designate God or Jesus Christ as “the one who Johannine usage. 56 Greek religion also used a\i)8iv6t as a 

is true" is initially to be regarded as open. The Johannine divine predicate (e.g., Athenaeus Deipnosophistae 6.62.28, 
corpus knows God as the representative and giver of together with povos 6(61). However, the history of such 

truth (John 17:17), just as untruth belongs to the sphere attribution does not suggest that in this passage it is 

of the evil one, the realm of God’s enemies (John 8:44; exclusively God who is called “the one who is true,” 

54 A distinction must be drawn between the gift of subsequent fra clause: the object of a Christian 

biavoia and its goal and point of completion, which is consciousness is knowledge of‘the truth." 

yivaHTKtiv: btavota is not to be identified with yvuuris For an understanding of this verse, cf. also the 

and should therefore not be translated “knowledge.' well-attested textual variant that reads the indicative 

It means something like “power of thought' or present yuxieito/iei' in place of the subjunctive 

“thinking consciousness" (cf. Johannes Behm, yu>u<r«i>fici>. It is true that the construction with fra 

“tiavoia,” TDNT 4 [1967] 963; BAGD 187). This is and the indicative present is unique in the Johannine 

confirmed by its negative use in the deutero-Pauline corpus. It appears in the NT only in passages where 

letters (Col 1:21; Eph 4:18: the pre-Christian, pagan the subjunctive is also attested. However, not a few 

way of thinking is equated with a perverted iiavoia). examples show that such a construction is possible 

This concept appears only here in the Johannine within the field of NT and contemporary Greek (cf. 

writings; for an understanding of its use in 1 John a BAGD 377). The statement that this always 

look at the long Greek and Hellenistic history of the represents a “corruption of the text” (ibid., cf. also 

word is not without importance. Adolf Schlatter BDF § 369 [6]) is not very persuasive. One would be 

(“Herz und Gehirn in 1 Joh," in Studien zur more inclined to join Brooke ( Epistles, 151) in 

Systematischen Theologie: Festschrift file Theodor von thinking that it reflects the impact of popular usage. 

Haering zum siebzigsten Geburtstag, ed. Friedrich However, this textual variant is not primary, even if 

Traub [Tubingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1918]) described it entered the text at an early stage; although well 

the expression in this passage “as a somewhat attested and favored by the argument of the lectio 

hellenized formula" in comparison with the Semitic diffialior, that it is unique in the usage of 1 John 

thinking of “ebueev eis rat caphias with the infinitive" means that it cannot be acknowledged as original. 

(Rev 17:17). From this point of view it is impossible Consequently, «oi iopiv cannot be understood as a 

that in the present text the biavota clause forms a continuation of the fra clause; instead, it introduces a 

pleonastic unity with the following fra clause. There new, independent statement. 

is also no material identity with the statement that 55 3 Macc 6:18; Philo Spec. leg. 1.332; cf. earlier Isa 

the xplofia has been given to believers and with it 65:16; further examples may be found in Rudolf 

knowledge (2:20-21,27), since that has to do with Bultmann, “aMu-ar," TDNT 1 (1964) 250. 

the sacrament of Baptism, which occurs at the 56 This is said against Brown, Epistles, 639-40, who 

beginning of the Christian life and mediates the suggests that the OT and Jewish covenant tradition 

possession of the truth and complete knowledge (in may be the background. 

response to Bultmann, Epistles, 89); the gift of Jiavoia 

is not necessarily connected with the sacrament. One 

may identify it temporally with the beginning of 

Christian life of the readers of 1 John (Brown, 

Epistles, 639, with reference to 1 Pet 1:13; 2 Pet 3:1). 

The interpretation of its content is found in the 
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VII. The Power of Prayer 


1 John 5:13-21 


because in the Revelation of John the adjective is applied 
not only to God (Rev 6:10) but also to Christ (3:7, 14; 

19:11). Since the author’s use of language is flexible in 
applying personal pronouns either to God or to Christ, 
one should not think of the absolute r'ov a\i)6ivov as 
presenting an either/or: “God” or “Christ.” Even though 
avrov (with reference to ev tS> vita) suggests that faw 
should be added to the preceding iv to> a\ji6iv<b, the 
subsequent 6 aXTjdiv'os 6eos, predicated of Christ, shows 
that the adjective aXydivos can be attributed not only to 
the Father but also to the Son. Existence in the true God 
is existence in the Son of God, and in turn the existence 
of the true God can be known only through the Son. Just 
as elsewhere the object of Christian knowledge can shift 
from God (2:3-5) to Christ (2:6, 13-14), so also here the 
attention of Christians is directed to knowledge of God 
and Christ. As the Father revealed himself in the Son 
(4:9), knowledge of the Father is also possible only 
through the Son (cf. 4:16; John 10:38; 14:7; 17:7,25). 
Truth, which is unconcealed, genuine, real existence, 
belongs to the Father and the Son. 57 The community 
shares in it through the Spirit; its existence in the truth is 
a pneumatic state of being (5:6; cf. 4:6; John 14:17; 

15:26; 16:13). In the Spirit, it is separated from the 
realm of lies and of the devil. 58 

If the community’s life is shaped by eschatological 
truth, its existence in “the one who is true” is an existence 
within the realm of God’s power “through his Son Jesus 
Christ.” But if believers cannot encounter the divine 
reality in any other way than through Christ, the 
equation of Jesus Christ with “true God and eternal life” 


is correct. As the Son of God is identified with eternal life 
in the Fourth Gospel (John 11:25; 14:6; cf. 1 John 1:2; 

5:11-12) and can even be called “God” (John 1:18; 
20:28), the same is true in 1 John. Here one finds an 
expression of the Johannine idea of the unity of Son and 
Father (John 10:30; 17:11,21-23; cf. 1 John 1:3; 4:15, 
and frequently) that is unmistakable in its language and 
unsurpassable in its significance. 

In the conclusion of his writing, the author turns again 
to the central focus of faith. It is no accident that there is 
a parallel here to John 20:28. As the fourth evangelist 
sees the culminating point of the Gospel in the disciple 
Thomas’s confession of the true godhead and lordship of 
Jesus Christ, so the author of 1 John makes clear that it is 
his real intention to demonstrate the reality of God’s 
revelation in Jesus Christ and its meaning for the 
Christian community. This means not only—as must 
certainly be acknowledged here as well, keeping in mind 
the conflict with the opponents—that the divine 
revelation is bound up with the earthly reality of Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God (2:22; 4:2: tv vapid), but also that 
faith in the incarnate Son of God, sent by the Father 
(3:8; 4:9; 5:9-10), includes the confession of the earthly 
and heavenly existence of the Christ and the acknowl- 


57 Cf. John 17:17; for the Son: 14:6; 18:37. Even in 
Hellenistic Judaism to aAt|®ivov was used in a 
philosophical and religious sense for the Eternal as 
the only one who genuinely exists. Cf. Philo Leg. all. 

1.32: “But this earthlike mind [voSs: the human 
spirit] is in reality also corruptible, were not God to 
breathe into it a power of real life (livapxv 
fcoqs); when he does so, it... becomes a soul... one 
endowed with mind and actually alive («s voep'av na\ 
(S<rav ovtios [V't’X’H)”—true life is, in Philo’s 
understanding of it, a life in the proper sute of 
knowledge; see the further examples in Bultmann’s 
article, ‘a\ v e,vis,~ TDNT 1 (1964) 250; cf. also Heb 
8:2 (<r«7jv7| oAtjAvt), the “true tabernacle"); corre¬ 
spondingly, tpaa a\T)0ivov: 1 John 2:8; John 1:9. This 
meaning also finds an echo in the present passage, 
since eaptp expresses the relationship to its 


grounding in divine existence, which is made possible 
by the right kind of knowledge (so also Schnacken- 
burg. Epistles, 262). If “being in the truth" (v. 20) is 
the same thing as “being born of God" (v. 19; on this, 
see Bultmann, Epistles, 89-90), this is also true of the 
relationship of believers to Christ as the Son of God. 
On the question whether in the Fourth Gospel truth 
is identified with God, or only with Christ and the 
Spirit (thus de la Potterie, La verite, 2.1009), cf. Hans 
Hubner, “iAt]9«a," EDNT 1 (1990) 60. 

58 1 John 2:22; cf. 3:5, 8; John 8:44; the present passage 

can scarcely be set apart from these others in its 
content, so that nothing would be present here but 
an “apparently resigned . . . and inward-looking . . . 
acknowledgment of the existence of this sphere of 
power (that of the evil one)" (in response to YVengst, 
Brief, 223). 
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edgment of Jesus Christ as preexistent (cf. 1:2-3) and as 
the mediator of divine life (5:11-12). Therefore in 
conclusion, and going beyond all the other christological 
statements in his writing, the author can triumphantly 
say: oiror etrnv o aATjfiivos Bt'os teat (u>Tj oicivtos. 59 

This confession does not anticipate the rational 
conceptuality of the later confessional formula, such as is 
expressed in the Athanasian Creed (“perfectus deus, 
perfectus homo’), 60 even though the seeds of such a 
development seem to exist here. Our text does not 
envision a christological speculation about the relation¬ 
ship between the divine and human person or nature, 
nor is the Son identical with the Father. 61 Instead, what 
is crucial is that Jesus Christ, as the true God, is eternal 
life. 62 He does not “preserve” life as if it were a posses¬ 


sion; 63 rather, in the encounter with him in faith, life is 
revealed in its unrestricted fullness and elusiveness. 64 
■ 21 From this point of view it is probable that the 
concluding verse as well is not to be applied solely to the 
“false teaching” presupposed by this writing, but that— 
corresponding to the style of the final section—it 
expresses an intention to present an admonition to all 
readers of the document. This is evident from the 
address, retcw'a, directed to the whole audience of the 
writing, that is, having a general ecclesial scope. 65 The 
sentence <f>v\a£are eavr'a air'o to>v elitohtov (“to keep 
yourselves from idols”) employs a traditional form of 
expression and is ultimately traceable to a Jewish 
Hellenistic basis. 66 However, the author would 
have found this meaning of efttoAov handed on in 


59 One cannot object against the application of outos to 
the immediately preceding ’1 i)<rov Xpnrru that on the 
basis of 2:22 and 2 John 7 the referent could also be 
found earlier in the text, because there the 
construction as a whole is unblemished; the positing 
of a “clumsy marginal note” describes the problem, 
but is not very persuasive (in response to Segond, “ 1 lr 
Epitre," 351; cf. n. 64 below). 

60 Cf. Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen 
Kirche (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1930) 
29; different is the so-called Nicene-Constantinopoli- 
lan Creed, which is closer to our text because the Son 
of God is called “deus verus de deo vero,” but which 
lacks an exact parallel statement about his humanity, 
even though it is clearly enunciated: ‘et incarnatus 
est de spiritu sancto ex Maria virgine et homo factus 
est" (ibid., 26). 

61 Brown (Epistles. 640) sees this correctly. 

62 On the relationship of Father and Son see also John 
Calvin, In loannis epistolam primam, 376: “Vitae 
quidem origo est Pater: sed fons ex quo haurire licet, 
Christus est" (“The Father is the origin of life, but the 
fountain from which we must draw it is Christ"). 

63 Thus the textual variant in Codex ♦ (naptxvv). 

64 According to von Hamack's conjecture, ovrts should 
be inserted after Xpioru, having been accidentally 
omitted because of the following ovros (“Zur 
Textkritik,” 538-39 n. 1). This would corroborate 
the interpretation, advocated by others as well, 
according to which iv ri viw avrov ’ liprov Xpurrui (v. 
20b) should be attached to <<r/uV as a prepositional 
specification, so that one could translate: “We are in 
the one who is true, in that (= to the extent that] we 
are in his son, Jesus Christ.” This would undoubtedly 
be in line with the author’s conception. However, 
probably v. 20b)? was deliberately placed after v. 


20bo without a distinct connection in order to 
emphasize the unity between the “one who is true" 
and the Son of God, Jesus Christ, so that it is more 
proper to translate: “We are in the one who is true, 
namely, his son, Jesus Christ." Bousset considers the 
expression iv rip viw atiroS ’ It)<toE Xpiorm a gloss, so 
that the assertion of Jesus’ divinity as expressed in v. 
20c would be a secondary result of the insertion; 
according to this, the original text would have 
spoken solely of the true God who is identified with 
life (Kyrios Christos, 238-39). This hypothesis destroys 
the tension-filled combination of concurrence and 
difference between the true God and Jesus Christ 

given its position, ovros can relate only to the 
preceding ’Itjo-ov XpicriL. 

65 The address rtrvla is a diminutive of rerva (1 John 

3:1 -2. 10; 5:2; 2 John 1,4, 13; 3 John 4) and is often 
translated “little children" or “little ones." The word 
is part of the vocabulary of 1 John (cf. 2:1,12,28; 
3:7, 18; 4:4; also John 13:33) and shows that the 
author of 1 John deliberately placed v. 21 at the end 
of his work (cf. also above, at 2:12-13). 

66 The construction ^vAcWeiv nv'a a-no rivos (“to guard 
someone from something") is occasionally traced to 
the influence of Semitic usage (cf. Moulton, 

Grammar, 2.460). But the use of the middle voice is 
found as early as the LXX (Deut 23:10; also T. Sim. 
4.5; 5.3; P. Lond. 1349, 35; Luke 12:15), and the 
active ipvhatrtreiv rtva OTTO Tiros is attested in 
Xenophon and Menander (cf. also 2 Thess 3:3; Sir 
22:26; PGM 4.2699); the construction tpvXarreiv 
eavrov airo tivos is also in Horapollo 2.94; Corp. 

Herm. excerpt from Stobaeus Eel. 13 (in Walter Scott, 
ed. and trans., Hermetica [4 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon, 
1924-36] 1.434, 13); T. Reub. 4.8 (cf. BAGD 868). 
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VII. The Power of Prayer 


1 John 5:13-21 


Christian tradition. 67 

There have been a great number of suggested 
interpretations (Brown, Epistles, 627-28, counts ten, 
all different). The expression is frequently applied to 
images of gods in pagan cults. 68 In a more specialized 
sense, some think of apostasy in situations of persecu¬ 
tion, accomplished by sacrificing to idols as prescribed 
by law. 69 Here Wengst and Schunack presuppose the 
situation of a status confessionis before Roman officials 
and see this as an argument in support of the thesis 
that the conclusion of the letter is to be attributed to a 
later redactor. Stegemann questions the antiheretical 
interpretation of 1 John. Since 1 John is not shaped by 
a conflict with false teachings within the church, the 
document as a whole must be understood as a reaction 
to a crisis originating with a persecution of Christians 
by the Roman authorities. In support of this position 
he cites the (supposedly) forensic terms in 1 John 
(ofioXoyeiv, apviierQat), the statements about atone¬ 
ment, the terminology of martyrdom, as well as 
“mortal sin,” love for the sisters and brothers, and 
“abiding” (2:18-29; 5:15-17), and the comparison 
with Josephus Bell. 7.46-53; Pliny Ep. 10.96. Finally, 

There is no genuine parallel in the passage 68 See Windisch, Die Katholischen Briefe, 136; Dodd, 

sometimes cited in this connection from T. Reub. Epistles, 141; Herkenrath, “Siinde turn Tode,’ 136. 

4.5-6, since there if>vXafart lravra must be translated 69 See Wengst, Briefe, 225-26; Schunack, Briefe, 106; 
“observe all" (not: “keep yourselves from all"); on Stegemann, TZ 41 (1985) 284-94. 

this, see also Schnackenburg, Epistles, 264 n. 201. 70 See Bultmann, Epistles, 90-91; Balz, “Johannes- 

67 EituAov occurs only here in thejohannine writings; briefe.” 204; Brown, Epistles, 629; Ska, NRTh 101 

the word was freely used in Greek for the ‘image ofa (1979) 860-74. 
god," which of course was not thought of even by 71 Suggit ,JTS 36 (1985) 386-90. 

gentile authors as something living, although it was 72 Reference is made to texts from Qumran in which 

often the object of cultic veneration (Artemidorus the word O’btbj. appears for “false gods": 1QS ii. 11, 

Oneincritica 4.36; cf. Acts 7:41; Rev 9:20). In the OT 17; iv.5; lQHiv.15, 18-19; CD xx.9-10; this 

and in Hellenistic Judaism it was regarded as a expression is said to be used in a metaphorical sense, 

characteristic of paganism and equated with “idols’ as shown by the parallel with “sin" (cf. esp. 1QH iv. 15 

(cf. Isa 30:22; 2 Chr 23:17; 1 Macc 1:43; 3 Macc with 18-19). From this, one could translate the final 

4:16). It was then adopted by the NT authors (Acts verse: “Children, keep yourselves from sin" (thus 

15:20; Rom 2:22; 1 Cor 8:4, 7; 10:19; 12:2; 1 Thess Nauck, Tradition, 137). The preceding context also, 

1:9); in line with this, a clear choice between God and ‘being in the one who is true’ (v. 20) and the 

idols is demanded (2 Cor 6:16). For the Hellenistic separation from the world, as the realm of the evil 

Jewish background, see also Traugott Holtz, who, one, that is presumed for “those who are born of 

however, reaches the following conclusion in his God” (v. 19), is said to suggest a fundamental and 

analysis of 1 Thess 1:9b—10: “The individual generalized interpretation of fftwAo. It cannot be 

formulations in this sentence, in spite of their clearly persuasively inferred from our text, either directly or 

traditional character, do not justify us in assigning indirectly, that there is special reference to the sin of 

them to a tradition that reached Paul in an already apostasy (Brown, Epistles, 628-29). 

fixed form" ( Der erste Brief an die Thessalonicher [EKK 
13; Zurich: Benzinger; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 

Neukirchener Verlag, 1986] 60). 


the contrast between f'&asXa (v. 21) and “true God and 
eternal life” (v. 20) appears to reflect the antithesis 
between the gods of the Gentiles and the true God of 
Israel. However, this must not compel the conclusion 
that this passage refers to official persecution. 
Moreover, thejohannine concept of truth certainly 
has a general ecclesiologica) meaning applicable 
beyond any particular, concrete situation. The 
application to false teachers is also quite common. 70 
In support of this it is asserted that the aorist impera¬ 
tive tpvXa^are introduces a new situation, namely, one 
of polemicizing against false teachers. J. N. Suggit 
thinks that the translation “phantom, spirit, unreal 
thing" for e&cuAov would fit well in the context of 
opposition to a docetic false teaching. 71 By contrast, 
Nauck ( Tradition, 137) and Schnackenburg ( Epistles, 
264) read this passage as a metaphor for “sin” in a 
comprehensive sense. 72 
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If one chooses the translation “false god,” 73 the take the place of God, not least from all that poses an 

contrast with the truth and genuineness of Christian faith obstacle to the exercise of agape toward God and the 

(v. 20) is obvious, although no antiheretical point can be sisters and brothers (2:7-11; 3:17), and to be in commu- 

deduced from it. The warning here should more nion with the Father and the Son, Jesus Christ, in the 

probably be related to the earlier admonition about unity of brotherly and sisterly love. 74 

“mortal sin," with apostasy to false gods now given as a 
specific example. But since the distinction between 
different classes of sins that was connected with the 
earlier warning is not suggested here, it is more proper 
to consider this as a matter of general encouragement to 
keep oneself at a distance from everything that could 

73 This is the interpretation of cftuAov in Josephus Ant. 

9.273; 10.50; T. Reub. 4.6; cf. BAGD 221. 

74 Cf. 1:3. While the concluding apiji; is attested by 911 
and a few other manuscript witnesses, it is a 
secondary addition; it is intended to set a dear mark 
at the conclusion of the letter (cf. Gal 6:18; 2 Pet 
3:18 v.i). 
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2 John 





Introduction 
Exegesis of 2 John 


The document called 2 John gives the impression of 
being a genuine letter and probably was one, for it has 
the usual letter form. The prescript (vv. 1-3) is followed 
by the body of the letter expressing the writer’s partic¬ 
ular interest. The two major thematic clusters are (1) vv. 
4-6: an admonition to mutual love, and (2) vv. 7-11: a 
warning against deceivers. The document ends with an 
epistolary conclusion (vv. 12-13) promising the writer’s 
coming and sending greetings. 

The idea that 2 John is a Active letter was suggested 
by Martin Dibelius 1 and Hirsch. 2 Since Bultmann 3 it 
has been upheld with particular energy by Heise. 4 
According to Heise the unspecific address nvpLa (2 
John 1), the greeting from the rocva rrjs abeXtprjs <rov 
(“children of your sister,” 2 John 13), and the vague 
designation en w rt'xvout <rov (“from your children,” 

2 John 4) are indications that “the author wished to 
write in such a way that his letter could be read at any 
time in any community.” However, such generalized 
indications are more probably a sign of the uncertain 
relationship between the presbyter and the commu¬ 
nity to which he writes (presumably that of Dio- 
trephes). The other arguments adduced in this 


context scarcely demonstrate “that the second letter 
was written by someone who attempted, in the name 
of the presbyter, to correct the third letter, and 
Johannine theology as a whole, in the direction of the 
thinking of the official church.” 5 On the contrary, this 
argumentation partly presumes the expected result as 
already given, for example, the assertion that the 
prescript of 2 John is dependent on that of 3 John. 6 
The case is similar with the epistolary conclusion 7 and 
with the supposed dependence of 2 John on 1 John. 8 
But this line of argument can be used to underscore 
the independence of 2 and 3 John from the Fourth 
Gospel. Thus Heise has correctly emphasized the 
special character of 2 John 7 {tp\opevov) in contrast to 
1 John 4:2, or that of 2 John 8 {pi<rBov) in contrast to 
John 4:35-36; 5:17; 6:28-29.® 


1 Dibelius, rtGG 2 3.348. 

2 Hirsch, Studien, 177. 

3 Bultmann, Epistles, 107; also Vielhauer, Geschichte, 
481. 

4 Heise, Bleiben, 165; cf. also Windisch and Preisker, 
Die Katholischen Briefe, 137. 

5 Heise, Bleiben, 170. 

6 Ibid., 166: “expansion of3John 1.” 


7 Ibid., 167: literal agreement with 3 John, together 
with expansion. 

8 Ibid., 168: 2 John 5 is said to be a “shortened 
summary of 1 John 2:17 and 3:11”; 2 John 6 rests on 
1 John 5:3. 

9 Ibid., 168. 
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2 John 1-3 


Beginning of the Letter 

1 The elder to the elect lady and her children, 

whom I love in (the) truth, and not only I 
but also all who know the truth, 2/ 
because of the truth that abides in us and 
will be with us forever: 3/ Grace, mercy, 
and peace will be with us from God the 
Father and from Jesus Christ, the 
Father's Son, in truth and love. 


■ 1-2 The prescript follows the form found at the 
beginning of a genuine letter. Verse 1 indicates the 
sender (the presbyter, or elder), the receiver (with two 
datives, “to the elect lady and her children”), and is 
expanded through two relative clauses in vv. lb-2; v. 3, 
then, is a salutatio or greeting, in which the writer of the 
letter blesses the receivers. 

The three-part structure of the prescript has parallels 
in other NT letters. One may distinguish the so-called 
Greek form combining the three basic elements of the 
prescript in a single sentence (sender, addressee, 
blessing; cf. Acts 15:23; 23:26; Jas 1:1; 3 John; 1 John), 
and the so-called oriental form with two sentences 
(sender, receiver/blessing, as found in the Letters of 
Paul, 1 and 2 Peter, and the letter of Jude). This oriental 
style of beginning is also found in 2 John. While it thus 
agrees with the majority of NT letters, on the whole it is 
like 3 John in possessing the form and structure of an 
ordinary Hellenistic and Roman letter. 1 Much as the 
codices from Nag Hammadi interpret Synoptic texts in a 
“gnosticizing” manner, so here the tradition has been 
supplied with specifically Johannine meaning. Particular 
concepts and expressions (e.g., “know the truth,” “abide 


in the truth,” the word agape) constitute the “Johannine 
character” of the prescript and at the same time repre¬ 
sent key theological terms that can offer a clue to the 
whole basic Johannine theological structure. 

The sender of this letter is described in 2 John 1 (and 
3 John 1) as 6 irp«r/3ui-fpos. The word can mean two 
things: (1) an older person, who has a special position of 
authority based on his long experience; (2) a (commu¬ 
nity) elder, a presbyter. Such an elder would be a 
community functionary who—as long as the monarchical 
episcopate has not yet been established—is acknowl¬ 
edged as having an important share of authority in the 
community based on an official position, an authority 
that is, however, not limited to the “office” as such. 2 This 
analysis does not necessarily mean that the “presbyter” 
has come into conflict with his “bishop,” Diotrephes, and 
been excommunicated as a result; 3 for nothing is said in 
3 John of a “bishop” Diotrephes. It is scarcely likely that 
the designation “presbyter" refers to a local community 
official who is set over against a fixed hierarchy of offices. 

We do not know whether it was office or age that 
brought the “presbyter” his special title. But we can 
probably conclude from the fact of the title itself, which 


1 Cf. Robert W. Funk, “Form and Structure," Jflt 86 
(1967) 424-30; according to Funk, (xapi)v hiav (2 
John 4; 3 John 3) and epoirw <rc (2 John 5), etc., are 
specifically Hellenistic conceptual terms. 

2 Thus Haenchen (“Neuere Literatur," 308-11) 
attempts to establish a connection with the praeses 
presbyterii, the presider in a college of presbyters: this 
person is said to have been on a level corresponding 
to the episcopal station of Diotrephes. However, the 
reference to the prescript of Polycarp's letter is not 
persuasive, since Polycarp places himself— 
apparently as bishop—alongside the other presbyters 
without claiming the title of presbyter for himself. 
See, correctly, Vielhauer. Geschichte, 481 n. 9. 

3 Kasemann ("Ketzer und Zeuge,” 168-87) constructs 
here a classical case of conflict between orthodoxy 
and heresy: the orthodox bishop Diotrephes has 


turned the heretical presbyter out of the church. 

This reverses the thesis of Walter Bauer, according 
to whom the presbyter, as representative of the 
orthodox church, has collided with the heretical chief 
Diotrephes, the representative of a majority of 
Christians. Cf. Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in 
Earliest Christianity (trans. by a team from the 
Philadelphia Seminar on Christian Origins; ed. 

Robert A. Kraft and Gerhard Krodel; Philadelphia: 
Fortress. 1971)93. On this, see below. 
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2 John 1-3 


is presumed to be known and acknowledged without 
further explanation, that its meaning was not exhausted 
either by its community function or by its description of 
the bearers’ age. It seems, instead, to have represented a 
fixed title of honor, so that the presbyter must have been 
a high-ranking authority. This is evident from the 
letters, 4 where the claims of the writer (not, of course, 
unchallenged) are acknowledged beyond the boundaries 
of the presbyter’s own community. Even if the assertion 
that the presbyter “with his wishes and works is outside 
any ecclesiastical constitution” 5 need not be chronolog¬ 
ically accurate, his claims and importance in the commu¬ 
nities he addresses were not limited by any constitutional 
order. Had his authority not been so dominant one could 
scarcely explain the fact that these two letters, which are 
the shortest in the NT, and which in their subject matter 
are scarcely to be placed alongside the other NT letters, 
found entry into the canon. All the evidence indicates 
that the presbyter was the principal authority in the 
Johannine circle, and that the preservation of 2 and 3 
John is due to that fact. These are original documents 
handed down from the founder of the Johannine school. 
But in that case, 2 and 3 John are of fundamental 
significance for understanding the beginnings of 
Johannine theology. 6 

The historical background of the figure of the 
presbyter is clarified by the testimony of Papias. In his 
work “The Sayings of the Lord Explained," he attests 
that there were different meanings for the concept of 
“presbyter.” 7 According to him, the “presbyters” (= the 
elders) were those entrusted with the oral tradition, that 


is, that which was superior to the written tradition 
because temporally prior to it. Papias thus testifies to a 
series of stages in the history of the tradition: (1) The 
first Christian generation includes the apostles, that is, 
the eyewitnesses; they are the “disciples of the Lord.” (2) 
From them, other irp«r/9vr«poi received the corpus of 
tradition. They are also called “disciples of the Lord,” 
but are members of the second generation, not the first 
generation of eyewitnesses. (3) What Papias writes in 
“The Sayings of the Lord Explained” refers to what has 
gone before. He does not count himself among the 
presbyters, but is one of their pupils and is making an 
effort to hand on their tradition, and thus the apostolic 
tradition preserved by them, as exactly as possible. 

Names are given to two of the second generation of 
presbyters, Aristion (one of Papias’s sources, otherwise 
unknown) and John, who is expressly described as 6 
irpc<r/3vr«pos. Eusebius, using what is probably a later 
inference by the church, identifies the latter with John, 
the author of the book of Revelation. 8 Is it accidental 
that Papias only gives the name of one person from the 
generation of presbyters, this John, and that the title 
“presbyter” appears in 2 and 3 John? Both letters were 
called “Johannine" in the patristic tradition. 9 Hence it is 
certainly possible that the presbyter John whom Papias 
mentions is identical with the “presbyter” of 2 and 3 
John. It is true that the few fragments of Papias’s work 
permit no certain conclusions, but it is striking that 
Papias is also interested in aAtjfleta, 10 and Papias’s 
chiliasm very probably—as will appear—could have 
been nurtured in the soil of early Johannine theology. 


Cf. the promise that he will come: 2 John 12: 3 John 
13-14, and the presbyter's initiative on behalf of the 
emissaries of the church: 3 John 7-12, etc. 

Gunther Bornkamm, 'itpioflvs, «rA.,” TDNT 6 (1968) 

671; on the contrary, one must maintain that the 
constitutional structure of the Christian church could 
still be different in the various church provinces 
around the year 100; on this, see Leonard Goppelt, 8 
Ch ristentum und Judenlum im ersten und zweiten 9 

Jahrhundert (Gutersloh: Bertelsmann, 1954) 164ff. 

See Strecker, “Anfange,” 34. 

The text of Papias (Eusebius Hist. reel. 3.39.3-4) was 10 
quoted above (Introduction, part 4). The dating is 
disputed. Generally, Papias’s work is placed around 
130 ce; so, for example, by Berthold Altaner and 
Alfred Sluiber, Palrologie (Freiburg/Basel/Vienna: 
Herder, 1980) 90; Wikenhauser and Schmid, 


Einleitung. 30, 307; Ulrich Kortner. Papias von 
Hierapolis: Ein Bcitrag zur Grschichle desfrUhen 
Chnstentums (FRLANT 133; Gottingen: Vanden- 
hoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1983) 225-26. According to 
Adolf von Harnack (Dir Chronologie der allchrisllichen 
Literatur bis Eusebius [2 vols.; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1897] 
1.721), Papias wrote ca. 145-160 ce. 

Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.6. 

As early as Origen (in Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.25.10); 
Muratorian Canon, lines 68-69 (see Introduction, 
part 1, above). 

Cf. above, Introduction, part 1, n. 8. 
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One can, then, consider the possibility that the presbyter 
of the Johannine Letters is the same witness with whom 
Papias came in contact and who became his teacher. 11 

The presbyter’s two letters are no abstract delibera¬ 
tions; they take a stand on concrete situations. In this, 2 
John strikes a more basic note than 3 John. If 2 John may 
have been given to the presbyter’s emissaries as a letter 
of introduction, and therefore is more general in 
character, 3 John, in contrast, intervenes in a particular 
conflict, namely, between Diotrephes and the presbyter. 
There are no elements of the circular letter in 2 John. 12 
It is a true community letter, as is clear from the address, 
cKAcicrjj Kvpia, which designates the community to whom 
the letter is written as the “elect lady.” In the NT, 
believers are often regarded as the community of “the 
elect” (cf. 1 Pet 1:1; Rev 17:14). Thus an individual 
congregation can also be thought of as “elect” (also in 1 
Pet 5:13). The Christian community has been chosen by 
God’s intervention in the world, by the Christ-event in 


which God’s mercy is revealed. 13 

It is not very likely that the expression ckAoctt) evpla 
represents the name of a female person, so that the 
letter would either have been addressed to the “Lady 
Electa” (so Clement of Alexandria Hyp., GCS 17.215) 
or to “the elect Kyria." 14 It is also improbable that the 
letter is to a nameless woman called “honored lady," 
since the address to the tcvpia corresponds to that to 
the TtKva Trjs o8«A tpijs trov rfjs (VAocrtjf (“children of 
your elect sister,” v. 13) and therefore suggests a 
metaphorical sense. Again, because of the positioning 
of those greeted, over against the abeXtprj who greet 
them, this cannot be an address to “the whole church." 
Rather, one should think of a particular Christian 
community. Even if it is not possible to establish with 
certainty that the author has a “house-church" in mind 
(so Brown, Epistles, 654), the community addressed is, 
in any case, within the circle of influence of the 
presbyter and his school. 


11 It is widely acknowledged that the presbyter was an 
outstanding personality of great importance for the 
Johannine tradition. Brown, who does not wish to 
exclude the possibility of identifying the author with 
John the presbyter in Papias's testimony, thinks that 
he may have been a pupil of the eyewitnesses, more 
precisely “a disciple of the Beloved Disciple’ (Epistles. 
679); Schnackenburg considers him “the bearer of 
apostolic tradition, in which capacity ... all knew 
him. . . . who represents the Johannine tradition and 
upholds it” ( Epistles , 272-73). Bultmann is also of the 
opinion that “(6 nptopvTepoe] designates the author as 
one of the 7rpcir/3vrepoi.. . whom Papias (in Eusebius, 
Hist. eccl. 3.39.3f) calls the bearers and transmitters 
of the apostolic tradition’ ( Epistles . 95). Cf also 
Vielhauer, Geschichte, 481 (“leader for many years of 
the Johannine circle"). Bousset wished to identify 
Papias's presbyter John with the author of Revelation 
and the presbyter of the shorter Johannine letters, 
said to have been written ten years after Revelation 
(Offenbarungjohannis, 43-44). Hermann LUdemann 
differs, believing that 2 and 3 John were developed in 
dependence on Papias’s remarks, under the 
(unspoken) name of John the presbyter, and 
regarding 1 John as the initial, and the Fourth 
Gospel as the completed identification with the 
apostle John (“Zur Erklarung des Papiasfragments,’ 
JPTh 5 [1879] 365-84, 537-76, at 568-73). On the 
idea of presbyters, see also Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.23.3: 
“all the [presbyters] who in Asia came in contact with 
John, the Lord's disciple” (= lrenaeus Adv. haer. 
2.22.5); also Irenaeus's letter to Florinus: “Such 


notions the presbyters of an earlier generation, those 
taught by the apostles themselves, did not transmit to 
you" (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 5.20.4; the reference is 
probably to Polycarp, who was supposed to have had 
contact with John, the disciple of the Lord). It is 
different with the generation of presbyters to whom 
Clement of Alexandria appeals (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 
6.13.9; 14.4 = the generation of Melito, lrenaeus, 
etc.). Eusebius also uses the word “presbyter" for the 
sources of his tradition; in contrast, he counts 
lrenaeus among the “historians of the church" (Hist, 
eccl. 5.8.1). 

12 Contrary to Bultmann, Epistles, 108. 

13 Cf. V. 3. The adjective exAcxrds appears in the 
Johannine corpus only at 2 John 1 and 13; the plural 
noun in the NT generally refers to Christians (Rom 
8:33; Luke 18:7; Col 3:12; 2 Tim 2:10; Titus 1:1; 1 
Pet 1:1), especially in a future eschatological 
perspective (Matt 22:14; 24:22, 24, 31 par.; also Rev 
17:14, where it is synonymous with «At)roi; different 
in Matt 22:14). The adjectival singular usage can 
apply to individual Christians (Rom 16:13: Rufus) or 
to the church as a whole (1 Pet 2:9: ycvos); cf. also 
Mart. Pol. 16.1; 22.1. 

14 Thus, for example, Johann Albrecht Bengel, Gnomon 
of the New Testament (5 vols.; Edinburgh: Clark, 1858) 
5.155-56. 
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It is a practice known from antiquity to the present 
day that cities, nations, or countries are personified 
and given women’s names (cf. Dodd, Epistles, 144- 
45). This could suggest the possibility here, too, of 
addressing an individual Christian community as 
“Lady,” all the more since the word icvpia had already 
been applied in secular Greek to designate an ixxKria-ia 
(“assembly”) in Aristophanes Achamenses 19: xvpia 
exx\i)cria (see also the absolute ij xvpia in Photius I, 
Saint, Patriarch of Constantinople ca. 820-ca. 891, 
Lexeoti synagoge [Cantabrigiae] Sumptibus Colegii 
Trinitatis Cantabrigiae, excudit A. J. Valpy, venuent 
apudj. Mawman, 1822. 2 vols. Edited by P. P. 

Dobree. Microfilm ed. New York: Columbia Univer¬ 
sity Libraries, 1992; BAGD 458). The expression 
xvpia Trarpls was an honorific designation for a 
political community in an inscription in the church of 
St. George at Gerasa (ca. 115-16 ce ): “In honor of the 
emperor, Titus Flavius, the son of Flavius Cerialios, 
has erected (this image) to Kyrina Flaccos, the Lady 
his Native City.” 15 “Lady” could have been trans¬ 
ferred from the pagan, secular realm to the Christian 
community. In the Shepherd of Hermas the church, who 
is represented as an aged woman ( Herm. Vis. 1.2.2; 
2.4.1 -2) could be called xvpia (Herm. Vis. 3.1.3), and 
Tertullian refers to a particular church in Carthage 
with the name “Domina mater ecclesia’ (Ad mart. 1.1). 

One can only speculate why the author addresses 
the community as “Lady.” Probably his relationship to 
it is not that of community founder, for that would 
have made father-child terminology more likely. 16 He 
writes from outside the community and respects its 
independence, even if—as the concluding greeting 
shows—he regards himself as one with the members 
of his own community in his address to it (v. 13). 

The community is xvpia because, through God’s 
election, it shares in the lordship of the kyrios, Jesus 
Christ. Since political communities could also receive the 
honorable title xvpia, this address is, in addition, 


intended to express the author’s respect for the address¬ 
ee. Although he has authority in the community, he does 
not promote his rank in an authoritarian way. This is 
clear from his request to the “lady” (v. 5) and from the 
fact that the concluding greeting does not come directly 
from the author but is expressed in the name of the 
“elect sister’ (v. 13). The constitutional structure of the 
church is ecdesial. Autonomous communities greet one 
another, are in contact with one another, and are 
obligated to one another in the Christian spirit. The 
Ttxva (vv. 1,4, 13) are members of the individual 
congregations that work out their existence as Christians 
in the reality of Christian community. Thus the constitu¬ 
tional structure is one in which individual congregations 
enter into communion with one another. In the various 
congregations individuals like the presbyter emerge as 
prominent figures. Even such normative teachers know 
that the basis of their authority is ecclesially conditioned, 
since everything they seek to achieve must always refer 
back to the community itself. 

The relationship of the presbyter to the community he 
addresses is expressed in the very first verse, ovs cyio 
ayanw (v aKtjBda. The same expression appears in 3 John 
1, although not with reference to all the members of the 
community. There it refers only to the “beloved Gaius” 
and reflects the presbyter’s consciousness of his author¬ 
ity, which is expressed as affection. At the same time, two 
key concepts appear that are not only decisive for the 
relationship between the author and the community but 
are fundamental terms in early Johannine theology: 
ahqdtia and ay am). 

Roland Bergmeier attempts to clarify the relationship 
of 2 and 3 John to the Fourth Gospel and 1 John on 
the basis of the concept of aXrjdeia . 17 He thus 
distinguishes between a dualistic character given to 
this concept in the Fourth Gospel and 1 John and the 
usage in 2 and 3 John, which goes beyond a dualistic 
view. Similarly to the interpretation of the concept of 
irtVns in the Pastorals, he finds that “truth” in the two 


15 Cf. F. J. Diilger, ‘Domina Mater Ecclesia und die 
'Herrin' im zweiten Johannesbrief,” Antike und 
Christentum 5(1936)214. 

16 Cf. 1 Cor 4:14; Gal 4:19; Werner Foerster, ‘xvpia,’ 
TDNT 3(1965) 1095. 

17 Bergmeier, “Zum Verfasserproblem des II. und 111. 
Johannesbriefes," ZNW 57 (1966) 93-100. 
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smaller Johannine writings refers to “teaching,” and 
thus expresses the truth of what is taught. This 
interpretation seems to conform to the fact that 
“walking in the truth” (2 John 4; 3 John 4) is equated 
with “abiding in the teaching of Christ” (2 John 9). 
From this point of view the community becomes the 
refuge of truth against the false teachers, and the 
concept of truth in 2 and 3 John fits within the sphere 
of early Catholic thought. 18 
The truth that marks the presbyter's ayaitav in 
relationship to the community can be “known,” but not 
in a detached sense, as if one could step aside from it and 
examine it critically in order to decide whether one 
wishes to acknowledge it. Instead, Johannine yivusenttiv 
has in common with Hebrew PT that knowledge and 
acknowledgment are one and the same. Knowledge of 
the truth is not taking in a particular quantity of 
information; it means instead that one places oneself at 
the service of the truth. Knowledge is possible only as a 


surrender of the human being to the truth. This truth is, 
in the final analysis, not an uncovering of realities 
previously hidden, nor the making accessible of genuine 
facts that were formerly unknown. Instead, what the 
truth does is to uncover God’s own reality for us. 


Excursus: rn>d>cr«cti » 19 _ 

Although the noun yvSxns (“knowledge”) is absent 
from the Johannine writings, the verb yivasoxtw 
appears in 83 places in the Fourth Gospel and the 
Johannine Letters 20 (57 times in the Gospel, 25 times 
in 1 John, and once in 2 John). On the one hand, the 
knowing subject is manifold in the Fourth Gospel: the 
world or those who live in it (4:53; 17:23), the disciples 
(6:69; 17:3, 7, 8, and frequently), or Jesus (2:24; 4:1; 
19:4, and frequently). On the other hand, with two 
exceptions (1 John 3:20: “God knows everything”; 1 
John 3:1: “The reason the world does not know us is 
that it did not know [God]”) the knowing subject in the 


18 The conclusion that, because of their different 
concepts of truth, 2 and 3 John have a different 
author from 1 John is shared by Vielhauer 
(Geschichte, 481). However, this is dear enough from 
the very fact of the different prescripts. In contrast, 
Rudolf Schnackenburg (“Zum Begriff der ‘Wahrheit’ 
in den beiden kleinen Johannesbriefen,” BZ n.s. 11 

[ 1967] 253-58) has established that the concept of 
truth in 2 and 3 John is richer and more comprehen¬ 
sive than appears from Bergmeier, ZNW 57 (1966) 
93-100. This eliminates the concept of “truth" as 
criterion for authorship. For further discussion, see 
the excursus on “Early Catholicism’ below. 

19 Literature: Klaus Berger, ‘Gnosis/Gnostizismus I,” 
TRE 13 (1984) 519-35; Otto Betz, Offenbarung und 
SchriftfoTschung in der Qumransekte (WUNT 6; 
Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1960); G. Johannes 
Botterweck, “Gotlerkennen’ im Sprachgebrauch des 
Allen Testaments (BBB 2; Bonn: Hanstein, 1951); 
idem, “PT,“ TDOT 5 (1986) 461-81; Bousset, Kyrios 
Christos; Brown, Epistles, 277- 81; Bultmann, 
“yn/<o<rMiy,” 689-719; Hans Jonas, Gnosis und 
sptttantiker Geist (2 vols.; 2d ed.; Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1954); Friedrich 
Notscher, Zur theologischen Terminologie der Qumran- 
Texte (BBB 10; Bonn: Hanstein, 1956); Norden, 
Agnostos Theos; John Painter, John: Witness and 
Theologian (London: SPCK, 1975); Ernst Percy, 
Untersuchungen iiber den Ursprung der johanneischen 
Theologie (Lund: Gleerup, 1939); Eugen Prucker, 
rvio-ir 0«>v (Classiciacum 4; Wiirzburg: Rita, 1937); 
Walter Schmithals, Neues Testament und Gnosis (EdF 


208; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1984)]; idem, “yu><i<r«a>," EDNT 1 (1990) 248-51; 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 90-95; Bruno Snell, Die 
Ausdruchefur den Begriff des Wissens in der vor- 
platonischen Philosophie (Philologische Unter¬ 
suchungen 29; Berlin: Weidmann, 1924); idem, Der 
Wegzum Denken und lur Wahrheit (Hypomnemata 57; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck* Ruprecht, 1978); Georg 
Strecker, “Judenchristentum und Gnosis,” in Karl- 
Wolfgang Troger, ed., Altes Testament, Fruhjudentum, 
Gnosis (Gutersloh: Mohn, 1980) 261-82; Karl- 
Wolfgang Troger, “Die hermetische Gnosis,” in 
idem, Gnosis und NT, 97-1 19; Robert McL. Wilson, 
“Gnosis/Gnostizismus II," TRE 13 (1984) 535-50; 
Walther Zimmerli, Erkenntnis Gottes nach dem Buche 
Ezechiel (AThANT 27; Zurich: Zwingli, 1954); ET: 
“Knowledge of God According to the Book of 
Ezekiel,” in idem, I Am Yahuieh (trans. Douglas W. 
Stott; ed. Walter Brueggemann; Atlanta: John Knox, 
1982)29-98. 

20 Schmithals (“yivta<rx<u," 248-51) tentatively attributes 
the absence of the noun in the Johannine writings to 
the desire to wrest the concept of “gnosis" from the 
Gnostics. This reasoning is, however, problematic 
because of the unclarity in the definition of the 
phenomenon of “gnosis’ or “gnosticism" in the 
history of religions, and because of the lack of any 
demonstration of the existence of mythological 
gnosis in the early Christian period. Jonas (Gnosis, 
143) attempted to describe the phenomenon of 
“gnosis" in terms of a special interpretation of the 
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letters is always the community of believers. The object 
of knowledge is generally described in 2 John as “the 
truth." The author of 1 John gives a more differenti¬ 
ated account of the object of knowledge, although 
knowledge of the “last hour” (2:18) is set apart from 
the other objects. Otherwise “knowledge" in 1 John is 
directed to Jesus or his agape (3:6; 3:16), the Father or 
the Father's agape (2:3, 4, 13-14; 4:6,7, 16; 5:20; cf. 

4:13), the Spirit (4:2, 6), the origin or self-under- 
standing of the believers (2:5, 29; 3:19, 24; cf. 4:13), 
or the understanding of one’s own actions (5:2). This 
last verse refers to the connection, known also to the 
fourth evangelist, between knowledge and action (cf. 
John7:17; 13:35; 16:3). This connection is treated at 
length in 1 John. 21 Where the commandments are not 
kept (2:4), where there is sin (3:6b), or where there is 
no love (4:8), there is no knowledge or acknowledg¬ 
ment of Christ or God. On the contrary, “keeping the 
commandments’ (2:3, 5) and “loving” (3:18-19; 4:7, 
12-13, 16; 5:2) show that one has this knowledge, that 
one abides in God (3:6, 24). It can be seen from 
Christ's actions that Christ has loved the community by 
giving his life for it. From this follows the obligation to 


be ready to surrender one's own life (3:16). The 
christological confession is also established as a 
criterion. It shows whether one possesses the Spirit of 
God, or whether one is not from God (4:2-3). 

According to Greek thinking, the objects of 
knowledge are being (oi>) and truth (oAiJficia): “And we 
are assured ... that the fully real is or may be fully 
known" (Plato Rep. 5.477a). “Every one sees that the 
principle by which we learn is always wholly directed to 
[knowing] («8cWt) the truth” (Plato Rep. 9.581b). Here 
truth is “the reality underlying all appearances as true 
reality." 22 The goal is the discovery of criteria and 
principles that constitute and support reality. To reach 
that goal, ancient philosophical schools developed 
different approaches to a theory of knowledge. 23 The 
literature frequently emphasizes the purely intellectual 
intention and purpose of such knowledge. 23 But 
Bultmann also points to the difficulty of equating the 
Greek idea of yvanris with the idea of the Rios 
0ca>p7|Ti*6s, 25 for no matter how much being and truth 


this world, fear of the world and of oneself.” He 
believed that it was only the objectivizing of this self- 
concept that led to the development of a gnostic 
mythology. The self-understanding itself was an 
“immanent myth" (p. 259), which constituted the 
“fully developed kernel of all gnostic mythology" (p. 

260). Schmithals correctly opposes this existential 
description of gnosis: “The number and kind of 
possible mythical objectivations of this concept of 
existence are, in principle, unlimited. Therefore one 21 
cannot achieve a concept of gnosis that is of any use 
for comparative religion by means of an existential 
interpretation alone" (Neues Testament und Gnosis, 3). 

On the contrary, he emphasizes that gnosis was an 
independent religious phenomenon whose essential 
features were “a well-developed conception of the 22 

world and of the self expressed by a characteristic 23 
mythology" (ibid.). But even if we were to suppose 24 
that a gnostic conception of existence, a gnostic 
mission, and the fundamentals of a gnostic 
mythology existed in the apostolic and postapostolic 
periods (p. 4), the historical location of gnosis 
remains unclarified; its beginnings and history are 
still to be regarded as an open question. Conse- 25 

quently, a conclusive definition of the phenomenon 
of "gnosis" is also open, since a religio-historically 
correct definition of gnosis requires both a 
phenomenological and a historical description. Even 
if one can give a comprehensive description of the 
phenomenon of “gnosis” with the aid of a variety of 
criteria tcf. Strecker, “Judenchristentum und 


Gnosis," in Troger, ed., Altes Testament, Frtih- 
judentum. Gnosis, 266-68) that extend beyond the 
inadequate definition on the basis of “gnostic self¬ 
understanding," one cannot “determine its origin and 
sources or the precise stages of its development.” and 
in the last analysis one can discern only lines of 
development “which culminate in the developed 
systems of the second century” (Robert McL. Wilson, 
“Gnosis/Gnostizismus II," TRE 13 [1984] 536, 43- 
46). 

Schmithals (“y.«i<nc<a," 251) takes for granted that 1 
John reflects a terminology “clearly shaped by the 
Church. Christians face the problem of their sins and 
must confirm their faith." This assurance is achieved 
through their recognition that they know God when 
they keep God's commandments. 

Bultmann, 692. 

Cf. Prucker, IWis 0«o5, 20-25. 

Thus Norden (Agnostos Theos, 97) thinks that the 
purpose of knowledge in Hellenism was “intellectual 
understanding by rational means"; Bultmann 
(“yunutTMII>," 690) also emphasizes that yiixio-seiv, as 
distinct from ai<r«j)<ris, is “knowledge deriving from 
the voCt or Aoyor." 

Bultmann, “yu><o<n«u>," 692. 







are the objects of knowledge in the Hellenistic Greek 
environment, it must still be emphasized that yvwiri? 
and ytvutmeiv can also express an involvement, and 
therefore represent the precondition for ethical 
behavior. 26 In the Stoa, knowledge of God led to a 
demand for obedience to God. 27 This corresponds to 
the circumstance that secular language used ytvu<r«M> 
to describe people's ordinary experience of the world 
around them. 28 Thus knowledge by no means exists 
solely for the sake of a purely intellectual understand¬ 
ing that can be divorced from one's historical 
environment or one’s own person. Instead, yu>w<r«<ti> 
includes personal involvement with the object of 
knowledge which, when one integrates and applies 
what is known, leads to correct action. 

In the LXX, yivuuretw is the usual translation for 
PT. In addition to its extensive secular use, 29 VI' is also 
found especially in connection with a concrete demand 


by God (e.g., Isa 1:3; Jer 9:23; 22:16). It implies 
acknowledgment of God's power (Deut 11:2; Isa 
41:20; Mic 6:5)’° and presupposes the idea of God's 
special relationship to Israel or to individual members 
of the people of Israel. Knowing God means “a 
practical, religio-ethical relationship.'’ 1 The behavior 
corresponding to this relationship is a reaction to the 
knowledge of God’s actions in history, which demand 
that God be acknowledged.’ 2 Thus OT PT includes 
the idea of a direct sequence of “knowing, acknowl¬ 
edging, acting."” 

In general, this combination was maintained in the 
later development of Judaism, although subject to 
limited corrections. Thus in rabbinic Judaism there is a 
knowledge (nP’l) of God in the absolute sense. The 
basis and content of this knowledge are the traditions 
of the nation, especially the Torah. This brings to the 
fore the idea that knowledge gained from study of the 


26 On this point, see Bruno Snell, Der Weg rum Denken 

und zur Wahrheit (Hypomnemata 57; Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1978) 23-24; on the 
meaning of the imperative in the development of 
Greek thought see ibid., 19-20. 31 

27 Cf. Epictetus Encheiridion 31.1: “In piety towards the 32 
gods, I would have you know, the chief element is 

this, to have right opinions about them . . . and to 
have set yourself to obey them." 

28 Cf. Homer Od. 15.537; 21.35;//. 18.270; Plato Rep. 
5.466c; Xenophon Anabasis 1.7.4; also Plato Rep. 

1.347d, where o ysvdstnunv describes one who is “wise 
about living.” 33 

29 In this regard Botterweck emphasizes that the act of 
knowing is preceded by a visual or auditory 
perception (“PT," 461 -81). The “heart" has a variety 
of functions in this; it “supports understanding and 
decision on the basis of what is perceived" (462); it 
provides the basis for judgment and responsible 
action with respect to what is perceived. “In the 
heart, the various objects of perception become 
concentrated to form insight into the true nature of 
the world, on the basis of which people may 
consciously frame their lives" (463). The human 
being should give great attention to the object of 
knowledge, which must be fundamentally knowable 
(Prov 8:17), and should seek it (Jer 5:1). Knowledge 
can be the outcome of a systematic search (Ps 139:1, 

23) or a testing (Jer 6:27; 12:3). There is emotional 
knowledge in the sense of “coming to know," 
“acquaintance," “participation," and “having concern 
for," and PT can also describe sexual intercourse 
between men and women in the sense of “love.” 

30 Bultmann (“yu>ci<r«civ," 697) explains this by a 
comparison with the differing objects of knowledge 
in Greek based on different ideas of what is reality. In 


Hellenism truth constituted reality, and this 
corresponds to the OT idea that reality is founded on 
“a qualified action of God, or of [human beings] in 
relation to God" (697). 

Botterweck, “PT," 469. 

In describing the events in 1 Kgs 18:36-40, 

Zimmerli says (I Am Yahweh, 66-67) that the process 
of knowing is not an internal intellectual or soul 
process, nor the blossoming of a new insight: “It is a 
process of acknowledgment that becomes concrete in 
confession and worship and leads directly to practical 
decisions” (p. 67). 

Cf. G. Johannes Botterweck, “Gotterkennen" im 
Sprachgebrauch des Allen Testaments (BBB 2; Bonn: 
Hanstein, 1951)42-49. Bultmann (“yii»<i<r«ii>," 712- 
13) distinguishes Johannine yivmo-xciv from OT PI" 
and offers the following reasons: (1) It is combined 
with verbs of seeing, with which the author opposes 
groups that emphasized a direct vision of God. 
Bultmann sees these groups as Gnostics (cf. 
“ytvu<r«iv," 712 n. 80). (2)Johannine yivmacciv has 
to do with a dogmatic conflict in which the emphasis 
is to be placed on the historical nature of revelation. 
(3) Obedience is said to be the criterion for ynxio-xtiv, 
and as such is not part of the concept of knowledge, 
as is the case with PT. (4) “Knowing" is said to be 
closely connected with “believing" in John, in such a 
way that “knowing" is a “constitutive element in 
srurrtvrtv" (Bultmann, “ymiiesriv,” 713) in the sense 
of “faith's own understanding." Schnackenburg 
( Epistles , 90-95) thinks along similar lines. According 
to him the author “ties in with that cultural current 
to which this slogan lent its name (p. 90), but has 
“completely purged [it] of all non-Christian 
elements." Percy ( Untersuchungen , 344-45) criticizes 
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Torah furnishes the basis for obedience and piety. 54 
Something similar was the case with the Qumran 
sect. 55 There also, the object of knowledge is the Law, 
the Torah. Personal insights and individual knowledge 
are, of course, supposed to serve the community, but 
this knowledge must be clarified by the truth of the 
Law. 56 It must “be religiously directed and employed 
according to the spirit of the community." 57 The goal 
is the purification of the “knowledge of the heart," 
which can approach “the approximation of the concept 
of conscience." 58 Knowledge of God is possible (cf. 

1QH x.20; xi. 17), but it is inconceivable that it can 
exist without having an effect on practical piety. This 
“knowledge of the heart" and this “recognition" are 
determinative of religious consciousness. 59 Hellenistic 
Judaism also connects with the knowledge and 
acknowledgment of the power and the works of God 
(Sir 36:22[ 17]) the idea that, on the one hand, such 
knowledge must lead to a way of life corresponding to 
the norms of wisdom (Sir 18:29; Wis 9:9-10), just as, 
on the other hand, ignorance of the ways of the Lord 
leads to error and sin (Wis 5:7). The concept of 
knowledge in Philo is more syncretistic-Hellenistic 
than OT-Jewish in character. For him, knowledge of 
God is the summit of religion. 40 This knowledge is 
attained not so much by study of the Scriptures, as 
practiced by the rabbis, but through a direct gift of 


God. 41 

In the field of Hellenistic-syncretistic literature, 
“knowing" is distinct from the Greek understanding of 
the term. 42 The object of knowing is no longer being 
or truth, but the deity, and the goal of all knowledge is 
likeness to God: “This is the final good for those who 
have received knowledge: to be made god" ( Corp. 

Herm. 1.26). 45 This takes place in the framework of a 
raw dualism. As “spirit and matter, the invisible and 
visible worlds are powers at enmity with one 
another,’ 44 only knowing God, or being equal to God, 
makes it possible to know the world and human 
beings 45 and to overcome the world for the sake of 
God. It is obvious that this “knowledge" is nothing 
detached and theoretical, but always has to do with the 
acknowledgment of or involvement with what is 
known, and with personal activity. 46 

As we have seen, a connection between “knowing," 
“acknowledging,” and “acting” is especially marked in 
the OT JH\ but it is by no means restricted to OT- 
Jewish tradition, nor is Greek ywutoreiv to be thought 
of apart from its environment. A distinction between 
an abstract theoretical knowledge devoid of any 
personal involvement (= yivuurnav) and a historically 
concrete knowledge presupposing personal acknowl¬ 
edgment and involvement (= PT) is more than 
questionable. The personal involvement that gives rise 


34 Prucker (rruxrij 0coS, 49) sees in this development a 
tendency to increasing hellenizing and intellectual- 
izing of the OT PT. 

35 On this, see especially Notscher, Zur theologischen 
Terminologte, 42-46. 

36 1QS i. 11 -12: “ All. . . shall bring all their knowledge, 
powers, and possessions into the community of God 
that they may purify their knowledge in the truth of 
God’s commandments." 

37 Notscher, Zur theologischen Terminologie, 45. 

38 Ibid., 46. IQS x.24-25: “I will cause vanities to cease 
from my lips, uncleanness and crookedness from the 
intention of my heart. I will [impart] knowledge with 
discretion and will prudently hedge it within a firm 
bound to preserve faith and strong judgment in 
accordance with the justice of God." 

39 IQH iv.32-33: “to make perfect a way for the 
children of [humanity], that all... creatures might 
know the might of His power, and the abundance of 
His mercies toward all the [children] of His grace." 

40 Philo Deus imm. 143: “the goal... is the recognition 
and knowledge of God." 

41 Philo Abr. 80: "That is why we are told not that the 
Sage saw God, but that God was seen by him. For it 
were impossible that anyone should by himself 
apprehend the truly Existent, did not He reveal and 
manifest Himself.” 


42 On this, cf. esp. Bultmann, “ytva><r«iv," 692-96. He 
characterizes the thought in syncretistic Hellenism 
that he summarizes under the concept of “gnosis,” in 
distinction from Greek thought, as follows: (1) 

r vuutls can be used absolutely without a supplemen¬ 
tary genitive. It means the knowledge of God, which 
is attained only by turning away from the world. (2) 
rvSurtt is not a methodical activity but a gracious gift 
(xapurpa). It is often experienced in an ecstatic vision 
of God. (3) IW.s no longer merely brings one close 
to the deity, but invests the Gnostic with the divine 
nature and immortality. 

43 On this, cf. Troger, “Die hermetische Gnosis," in 
Troger, Gnosis und NT, 119. 

44 Bousset, Kynos Christos, 183. 

45 Norden, Agnostos Theos, 97-98. 

46 Cf. Corp. Herm. 1.30: “1 have arrived, inspired with 
the divine breath of truth. Therefore, I give praise to 
god the father from my soul and with all my might." 
Corp. Herm. 1.32: “Grant my request not to fail in the 
knowledge that befits our essence; give me power; 
and with this gift I shall enlighten those who are in 
ignorance, brothers of my race, but your sons" 
(translation by Brian P. Copenhaver, Hermetica 
[Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992] 7). 
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to an action appropriate to the object of knowledge is 
also included in the meaning of the Greek yu/iio-Min. 
The different objects of knowledge are of crucial 
importance for interpretation. The basis and content 
of the conjunction of “knowing," “acknowledging," and 
“acting" in the Johannine Letters are given in the 
different objects of knowledge. 47 The mutual 
relationship of knowledge and action that is central to 
Johannine theology points to the object of knowledge 
that is presumed in every individual case. This not only 
demands acknowledgment by individual Christians and 
by the whole community, but from it also follows the 
necessity of ethical behavior. 


The later Johannine dualism is not yet visible in 2 and 
3 John. There is still no ontological opposition between 


truth and the world that denies the truth (cf. John 
14:17), nor is there an ethical separation, such that false 
teaching is a lie because it does not come from the truth 
(first in 1 John 2:21). Instead, everything here is directed 
toward the community of human beings with God, 48 the 
Father of the Son, from whom come all good things that 
exist within the realm of truth and love (2 John 3). The 
same must be determinative for the church. It is the 
concrete sphere in which eschatological truth and love 
are realized. Teaching is part of this: its function is to aid 
truth and love to attain the victory, but this cannot be 
reversed, that is, truth and love cannot be made the 
slaves of dogma. 49 

That individual Christians and the community as a 
whole are defined by the truth, and only secondarily by 


47 Cf. also Percy, Untersuchungen, 344-46. 

48 Even though the concept of noivavia is not found in 
the lesser Johannine letters, nor in the Fourth 
Gospel, but only in 1 John 1:3, 6-7 (2 John 11 does, 
however, attest the secular sense of the verb), the 
thing itself is found in the prepositions iv and jztra in 
our text: the community between sender and 
addressee is the community of all those who have 
recognized the truth (v. 1). This truth not only joins 
human beings with one another (v. 2) but is the gift 
that, like all the good things of salvation, is 
comprehended as the gift of God in the Son (v. 3). 

49 That truth is represented in v. 2 as “abiding" 
(according to Codex A as “indwelling") indicates that 
there is a temporal dimension. This is expressed in 
what follows as “abiding in the teaching" (v. 9). On 
this, cf. the excursus on “Early Catholicism" below. 
Eduard Schweizer may serve as an example of those 
who posit a relationship in which the Fourth Gospel 
is characterized by the alternative of‘faith or 
unbelief," the theology of the Johannine Letters, in 
contrast, by the conflict of true and false belief, with 
the criterion of true faith being the abiding in the 
(old) teaching (“Der KirchenbegrifT im Evangelium 
und den Briefen des Johannes," SlEv I [TU 73; 
Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1957] 363-81; cf. also 
Roland Bergmeier, Glaube als Gabe nach Johannes 
[BWANT 112; Stuttgart/Berlin: Kohlhammer, 

1980] 200-205). This position, however, is 
unconvincing. It is true that no acute conflict with 
false teachers is attested in the Fourth Gospel, 
although it appears to be present in the Johannine 
Letters, since these speak of deceivers (2 John 7) or 
“those who would deceive you" (1 John 2:26; 3:7), 
and of “the spirit of error" (1 John 4:6). However, it 
is improbable simply on the basis of the dating that 


the author of the Fourth Gospel is unacquainted with 
the problem of false teaching. Since that author is 
concerned with a christological presentation rather 
than an ecclesiological one, that is, with the 

later problems of the church could be dealt with only 
indirectly. The differentiation between faith and 
unbelief in the Fourth Gospel is also marked by its 
fundamental christological intention (although the 
noun mVrts appears in our literature only in 1 John 
5:4; on this point, see above). Faith is oriented to the 
person of the Logos. If there are no direct 
confrontations with false teachers, there is 
nevertheless a content to faith: that Jesus is the Christ 
(John 20:31). It is connected to the confession of 
Christ, while unbelief denies that very confession (cf. 
9:22). Moreover, “abiding in that which was from the 
beginning" (cf. 2 John 9) is a problem not only of 2 
and 3 John but also of 1 John (cf. 1 John 1:1; 2:24) 
and even of the Fourth Gospel (cf. John 8:31; 15:7, 
27), just as the concept of Si8ox>i is not unknown to 
the fourth evangelist (also in John 7:16-17; 18:19). 1 
conclude that the fact that the concept of faith is 
understood in a very basic way in the Fourth Gospel 
does not indicate that it belongs to a period earlier 
than that of the Johannine Letters; this phenomenon 
has its basis in the transfer of the concept to the 
christological level, which is determinative for the 
Gospel. 
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doctrine, that they are entirely filled by truth, and in more anthropological aspects. Obviously, the saving gift 

turn are oriented to truth and live in the sphere of applies primarily to the community between God and the 

truth—all this is also clear from the resumption of iv human being, but the concept of “peace" in particular 

77 fiiv by fxcfl’ qpatv with a future orientation (tarai tls t'ov suggests that the reality of salvation is not something 

ala>va). Truth is thus an absolute, comprehensive reality, mystical. Communion with God does not mean a 

not only in space but in time. It defines and leads the dissolution of human reality. Instead, it is worked out in 

community on its way into the future forever. In the the relationship between human beings; it has ethical 

future will occur that which has already been acknowl- consequences. 

edged and confessed by the community: that the truth, as It is not only the absolute division between dogmatics 
God’s reality, is with and in it, and that it is lifted up in it and ethics, between divine and human reality that is 

as the community of all those who have come to know eliminated; the spheres of theological and christological 

the truth. thinking are interleaved. The giver is God, “the Father,” 

■ 3 What the community experiences today through its and he is Jesus Christ, “the Father’s Son.” 53 Although the 

being-in-the-truth, and what accompanies it on its persons are distinguished, the thing that is here ex¬ 
journey into the future, is a concrete, saving reality. The pressed is identical. God’s reality encounters us in no 

author formulates this in imitation of the formulas of other way than in the Son, and the Son is nothing in 

blessing in the early Christian letters. Paul had already himself, but is always the Son of the Father, 

spoken of the xapis (“grace") he wishes for his readers. That community with God, as being in the truth, has 

thereby adapting the greeting formula of Hellenistic an ethical consequence is illustrated by the concept of 

Greek letters. He also mentions elptjvq (“peace”), which aXtjdeia. The re'ici»a, the members of the community, 

recalls the Hebrew shalom, so that in the Pauline formula “walk in the truth” (2 John 4; 3 John 3-4); their way of 

of blessing there are echoes of both Hellenistic and life is defined by truth. The concept of truth thus covers 

Jewish elements, and through it eschatological saving the sphere of concrete human life as well; it cannot be 

realities are promised to the readers. 50 The author of 2 restricted to a theological or dogmatic aspect. The same 

John presents a formula richer in its content, adding is true to an even greater degree of the associated 

t'Atos (= God’s “mercy”); such broader and more concept of ayaitq. This does not establish any particular 

inclusive expressions are also found in 1 Tim 1:2 and 2 theological accent in the two shorter Johannine letters, 

Tim 1:2, a further sign that the presbyter is writing in although the author probably could have paraphrased 

the postapostolic generation. 51 the idea of God’s reality with the word aya-nq also, as 

These are the concrete experiences of salvation that occurs in 1 John 4:8, 16. What is decisive is that ayanq / 

the community will have, just as a\q8tia will remain an ayairav characterizes the manner of Christians’ exis- 

abiding reality for it. But the author does not pray for a tence. The presbyter “loves” his fellow Christians in the 

blessing. Instead, he makes a statement about the future, truth (2 John 1; 3 John 1; cf. 3 John 2, 5, 11) and knows 

one in which he includes himself. 52 These saving gifts that the eschatological saving gifts will abide “in truth 

will be present peB' qpmv (“with us”). This is true not only and love" (2 John 3). Such agape is directed to the sisters 

for the future—they are already present, just as the and brothers; it is realized in life together and can be 

community is already living in the realm of truth and the attested and praised before the community (3 John 6). 
knowledge and acknowledgment of God. One may not This love is the fulfillment of the “commandment. . . 
make a separation here between more theological and from the beginning” (2 John 6). 

50 “Grace" and “peace”: Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2: is poorly attested and apparently an imitation of the 

Gal 1:3; Phil 1:2, and elsewhere; also in the post- prayer for blessing. 

Pauline letters: 2 Thess 1:2; Titus 1:4; 1 Pet 1:2; 2 53 Codices K 2 P. SDl, and some Latin, Syriac, and Coptic 

Pet 1:2, and elsewhere. manuscripts add rvpiov (in a few witnesses replacing 

51 The word <A«os is also found with tlpqvq in the roS vioS rot narpos). This is a secondary clarification, 

superscription of Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians; 

cf. the further examples in BAGD 250. 

52 The case U different with the v.l. ped’ vpmv in v. 3; it 
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2 John 4-6 


Admonition to Mutual Love 


4 I was overjoyed to find some of your 

children walking in the truth, just as we 
have been commanded by the Father. 

5/ But now, dear lady, I ask you, not as 
though I were writing you a new 
commandment, but one we have had 
from the beginning, let us love one 
another. 6/ And this is love, that we walk 
according to [God's] commandments: 
this is the commandment just as you 
have heard it from the beginning—you 
must walk in it. 


As is customary in other early Christian letters, including 
the Paulines, the prescript is followed by an expression of 
joy or thanksgiving for the readers. At this point the 
letters of Paul usually have thanks for the community’s 
condition of salvation. 1 In v. 4 (as also in the same words 
in 3 John 3: t-gapriv Xtav) the body of the letter is 
introduced with the word “joy.” 2 The presbyter now 
arrives at the real purpose of his remarks, namely, the 
admonition to practice agape. This is introduced by the 
statement that already “(some) of your children" (= some 
of the community) are walking in the truth. This is not 
an indirect criticism, and probably not a captatio bene- 
volentiae either. It is a statement based on the communi¬ 
ty’s existing state of well-being, and intended to prepare 
for the exhortation regarding future behavior.* 

Although the article is missing from aXtiOtia, it can be 
inferred. “Walking in the truth” describes a realization of 
existence in the truth; tv a\r)6tia is thus not identical with 
a\j)6oit (“really,” “authentically"). 4 It corresponds, 
rather, to v. 6. Walking in truth is, concretely, walking 
according to God’s commandments. The community’s 
ethical way of life is fulfilled in obedience to the Father’s 
ivToKij. Since v. 4b represents a transition to what 


follows, ivroXi j is not to be understood in a generic 
sense 5 but as the agape commandment, which is now the 
subject. The love commandment has a divine origin; it is 
an eschatological commandment, for it comes “from the 
Father.” 6 There is no indication of an OT background 
(such as Lev 19:18), nor is there a reference to the 
double love commandment in the Synoptics (Mark 
12:28-34 par.). The issue here is neither the Synoptic 
double commandment nor its second part, the OT and 
Jewish commandment of love of neighbor. The agape 
commandment is, instead, the commandment of mutual 
love (2 John 5); it appears in this way also in John 13:34- 
35, in the commandment of the Revealer to his disciples. 
The concept of “love of the brothers and sisters” appears 
neither in the Fourth Gospel nor in 2 and 3 John, but it 
is in 1 John. This suggests a distinction within the history 
of the Johannine tradition: the two shorter Johannine 
letters (as well as the Fourth Gospel) here offer a less 
developed version than that found in 1 John. 


Excursus: The Commandment of Mutual Love 

2 John 4-6 is dominated, grammatically speaking, by 


Cf. cvgapusTw ri Sea in Rom 1:8; 1 Cor 1:4; Phil 1:3 
(as introduction to the proemium); Col 1:3 (plural); 1 
Thess 1:2 (plural); 2 Thess 1:3 (plural). 

Cf. the “epistolary formula’ Auw> i\apr]v in a papyrus 
from the Fayum in Deissmann, Light from the Ancient 
East, 184, 185 n. 6. 

The presbyter avoids saying that all the members of 
the community he is addressing are walking in the 
truth (cf., by contrast, navrts in v. 1). This may be a 
hint regarding the community's situation. If it is 
correct to suppose that 3 John 9 is a reference to this 
letter, it may be that the conflicts in the community 


of Diotrephes are intimated here. 

Schnackenburg differs ( Epistles , 279; “almost... 
synonymous with iAijtfwr’); Bultmann, Epistles, 96; 
Heise, Bleiben, 167. But see v. 3 (in a\j)6ti(f), where 
the article is also to be inferred. 

Thus Schnackenburg, Epistles, 282 (“commandments 
coming from outside’). 

The idea that the “commandment" was “received 
from the Father’ can be derived from traditions of 
the Johannine school; cf. John 10:18. 
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10/Whoever 35/By this ev- 
loves a brother eryone will know 
or sister lives that you are my 
in the light, disciples, if you 

11 / But who- one another. 

the darkness. 

The passage in 1 John 2:7-11 is dominated by the 
second person plural throughout. The author of 1 
John addresses the readers and expresses himself in a 
deliberate Johannine dialectic. The formal analysis of 
vv. 9-11 distinguishes three-part sentences arranged 
antithetically and thus differentiated both from a 


tradition. Now, in a characteristic development of 
Johannine dialectic, it is emphasized that the 
commandment that existed from the beginning is the 
old commandment. Moreover, the author emphasizes 
that the commandment is not only old and existing 
from the beginning but is also a new commandment. In 
this way the traditional opposition of ‘old’ and “new' is 
reshaped and, in typically Johannine fashion, the 
validity of both is asserted. 

Unlike the presbyter in the two shorter Johannine 
letters, but also unlike the Fourth Gospel, the author 
of 1 John says that this commandment is one of love for 
the brothers and sisters (v. 10). This love for the sisters 
and brothers is a favorite theme in 1 John. 13 It is true 
that this is only a terminological precision, since there 
is no deviation from the content of the agape 











2 John 4-6 


it (John 19:35). It would thus have been entirely 
possible for the fourth evangelist to have Jesus 
speaking of the old commandment, or the command¬ 
ment “from the beginning." 17 However, the evangelist 
places full emphasis on the fact that Jesus taught the 
new commandment. This newness cannot be tested 
historically or in terms of comparative religions; it is 

grounded in the eschatological event of revelation. It is 

motivated by the fact that Jesus is the Logos-Revealer 
and what he proclaims creates a new situation, the 
possibility for a new existence, especially since he 
himself represents that new existence. Such represen¬ 
tation consists not only in Jesus’ relationship to God 
(John 14:31: he loves the Father), but also in his love 
for human beings (John 13:34). His eschatological 
mission is the expression of his own love for the world 
and that of his Father (John 3:16-17). 

From this point of view it is clear why the fourth 
evangelist, unlike 2 John 5, can and must speak of a 
new commandment. This commandment achieves its 
newness as an essential expression of the Christ- 
revelation, just what the evangelist wishes to describe 
in his book. If the revelation of the Logos represents 
an eschatological event, it is beyond any basis in time 
and space, and the love commandment can for that 
very reason be called “new.” The christological thrust 
of this statement is the characteristic sign of the 
theology of the Fourth Gospel, even in relation to the 
theology of the Johannine Letters. Agape is already 
fulfilled in the appearance of the Revealer, but at the 
same time it represents a demand. It is expected of the 
disciples that they will actualize agape because it is the 


“criterion of discipleship." 18 Here there appears to be 
a trace of the effects of the situation of conflict with 
heretics in which, as in 2 John, the issue is a division 
between what is and is not the community. The 
evangelist does not, however, attack particular 
heretical groups directly. Rather, he thinks of the 
universal mission of the Son to the world. Thus “all" 
will recognize and acknowledge the Christian 
community as such, whenever mutual love is a reality 

No matter how different the tendencies and 
intended messages in representing the agape 
commandment as the one “from the beginning" (2 
John 7), the “old and new" (1 John 2:7-8), or the “new 
commandment’ (John 13:34), at one point the 
tradition is the same. This commandment is addressed 
to the community and must be practiced there. 20 It 
regulates the relationship to the fellow Christian. It is 
not addressed to the civic community, but is an 
essential feature of the ecclesiology of the Johannine 
circle. It is not only determined by the relationship of 
human beings to God but implies the demand for 
ethical action, namely, the work of agape. Here there is 
an indication that the ecclesiological demand has a 
christological foundation (John 13:34: “Just as [icaflwt] 1 
have loved you . . ."), which settles the problem of 
indicative and imperative. And we have already seen 
that the agape commandment, although it has its 
original location in the ecclesiology of the Johannine 
circle, contains a positive and universalist tendency, 
and thus points beyond the boundaries of the 
««Ai)<ri'a. 21 _ 


17 It is true that the word iraAatos does not appear in 
the Fourth Gospel. This is an indication that the 
dialectic in 1 John (“old” vs. “new”) is unknown to the 
evangelist. 

18 Thus BultmannJoArt, 527: “new" is the essential 
label of the eschatological community, whereby 
“reciprocal love within the community" represents 
“the criterion of the discipleship of Jesus." 

19 Cf. Matt 5:13-16: the city on the hill, the light of the 
world (the external impact of the community is 
emphasized especially in v. 16). According to 
Schrenk (“riiroAij," 555) the passages in 1 John 2:7-8 
and 2 John 5 sound like meditations on John 13:34- 
35. But the weight is on the other side: 2 John 5 
contains the most concrete statement and constitutes 
the tradition-historical basis for the extended 
reflections in John 13:34-35 and 1 John 2:7-8. That 
John 13 also shows evidence of being dependent on 
Synoptic tradition (for this passage: Luke 22:24-27) 
has been demonstrated by M. Sabbe ("The 
Footwashing in Jn 13 and Its Relation to the Synoptic 
Gospels," EThL 58 [1982J 279-308) and Karl 


Theodor Kleinknecht (“Johannes 13, die Synoptiker 
und die ’Methode' der johanneischen Evangelien- 
uberlieferung," ZThK 82 [1985] 361-88). 

20 Cf. also Walter Bauer, Das Johannesei'angelium (HNT 
6; 3d ed.; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1933) 177: 
“For the period of separation Jesus gives his own an 
instruction that, unlike 1 John 2:7; 2 John 5, is called 
’new.'" He also equates the love that is demanded 
with love within the community: “Instead of love for 
neighbor, [one finds] that what is demanded here is 
Christian love for the brothers [and sisters].’ The 
adjective Kaivot refers to this community in love, and 
thus characterizes the commandment given to the 
community. 

21 Cf. above on I John 4:8 (excursus: “ ’Ayairt;"). 
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2 John 7-11 


Warning against Deceivers 

7 [For] many deceivers have gone out into 

the world, those who do not confess that 
Jesus Christ [will come] in the flesh; any 
such person is the deceiver and the 
antichrist! 8/ Be on your guard, so that 
you do not lose what we have worked 
for, but may receive a full reward. 9/ 
Everyone who does not abide in the 
teaching of Christ, but goes beyond it. 
does not have God; whoever abides in 
the teaching has both the Father and the 
Son. 10/ Do not receive into the house or 
welcome anyone who comes to you and 
does not bring this teaching; 11 / for to 
welcome is to participate in the evil 
deeds of such a person. 


■ 7 While in vv. 4-6 the author warned that those who are 
obligated to the truth are to realize the commandment of 
mutual love, it appears that the subsequent warning 
against the irXavoi (vv. 7-11) is awkwardly attached. 
However, the introductory causal ori makes clear that 
the author sees a close connection between the agape 
commandment and the appearance of the false teachers: 
insofar as the deceivers preach their doctrine in opposi¬ 
tion to that of the presbyter, they offend against the 
demand for ayairq and aArjdaa. No matter how impor¬ 
tant the author finds the struggle against the ideas 
contained in the false teaching (cf. v. 7), what is decisive 
for him is that the false teachers are endangering the 
unity of the community, which is based on love and 

In order to meet this danger, the presbyter refers to 
the tradition he represents. Central to his writing is not a 
new commandment but the one “we have had from the 
beginning" (v. 5), “just as you have heard it from the 
beginning" (v. 6). The apxv to which he refers is not 
thought of in an absolute sense, as the beginning of the 
world’s creation, 1 but describes the beginning of the 
church, the founding of the Christian community. The 


construction with the first or second person plural 
excludes an identification with Christ’s preaching, 
although the Christ-event represents the foundation of 
the community’s faith. But even in this case it is clear that 
the idea of tradition implies the notion of a past time to 
which the presbyter can refer in order to give binding 
instructions for the present. 

That the author by no means sees human existence as 
simply an isolated mathematical point having no 
connection with history, but that instead he locates 
human beings within a process of history that includes 
both past and future, is also clear from the use of the 
concept of “abiding” (2 John 2) and the future statement 
that God’s saving gift will be (2 John 3: corai) with us, 
that is, in the community including the presbyter. This 
community thus has a perspective on the future. The 
content of its expectation is expressed in its conflict with 
the deceivers. They have “gone out into the world"; 2 
they are active as itinerant preachers, similar to what is 
said in Matt 10:5; Luke 10:1 of the disciples sent out by 
Jesus; they go about in the world 3 and proclaim a false 
doctrine, recognizable by the fact that they do not 
confess ’ Iij<roOi» Xpurrov epx6p.evov ev vapid (v. 7). 


1 As in John 1:1 -2; cf. 8:44 (of the devil); also 1 John 
1:1; 2:13 (Christ); 3:8 (the devil). 

2 The reading <i<rqA0oi> tic to v xorrpov (= “they have 
come into the world”), as in 3)1 K L P and others at 2 

John 7, has a different import. It is, however, possible 
that this was influenced by the following tit (cf. also 
Schnackenburg, Epistles, 284). The word cfcpx«r0<>‘ 
appears frequently in the Fourth Gospel: the 


Revealer has “come from" the Father (cf. John 8:42; 
13:3; 16:27,28, 30). Noanalogous idea of pre¬ 
existence is demonstrable in 2 John, and the same 
must be said with regard to the reference to the 
“deceivers." There is a close parallel in 1 John 4:1. In 
this regard, one may ask whether the author of 1 
John presupposes that the docetic opponents 
originally belonged to the Johannine community and 



2 John 7-11 


According to many interpreters, the content of this 
sentence agrees with 1 John 4:2 (“every spirit that 
confesses that Jesus Christ has come [cATfAvflora] in the 
flesh is from God"). This would mean that the opponents 
in 1 John deny the earthly incarnation of Christ. They 
represent a docetic christology, 4 saying that Jesus, as the 
Christ, did not assume an earthly and material form of 
existence but only appeared to live on earth (cf. Ignatius 
Trail. 10: Ei it, ustrittp river adtoi ovrts, rovrctrriv airttrrot, 
Xeyovtrtv, to Sokuv iteitovdivat avriv, aiiro»ovrts to hotttiv, 
tyto ti hthtpai, ri Sc xal cu'xo/iai 8i)piopaxij<rai; “But if, as 
some affirm who are without God,—that is, are unbeliev¬ 
ers—say, his suffering was only a semblance [but it is 
they who are merely a semblance], why am I a prisoner, 
and why do I even long to fight with the beasts?”). 
Although 1 John deals with a false teaching in docetic 
form, the situation in 2 John cannot be equated with that 
in 1 John. Instead, 2 John 7 differs formally and in its 
content from 1 John 4:2 by the use of the present 


participle ipxoptvov, in contrast to the perfect participle 
cAqAvdora. It is simply a confession of bafflement to 
assert that the copyist was unfamiliar with Greek or 
failed to reproduce the exact expression. 5 The participle 
contains no statement about the past and cannot be 
translated with “has come." It has either a present or a 
future meaning. 6 

On the one hand, in a present interpretation, the 
deceivers deny that Jesus Christ “comes” in the flesh. 
This could suggest a denial of the real presence of Christ 
in the sacrament. The extended interpretation of the 
Lord’s Supper in John 6:53-54, which is at the same 
time a foundation for the hope of resurrection, gives rise 
to the question whether the Fourth Gospel was opposing 
a similar kind of spiritualistic dissolving of the sacra- 


have gone out from it into the world. In the present 
passage one cannot determine with absolute certainty 
what the presbyter considers to be the starting place 
of the false teachers. It is true that even in this verse 
there is an emphasis on ‘unrestrained appearance in 
public all over the world” (Schnackenburg, Epistles, 

199, on 1 John 4:1), and yet in NT usage l^ipxftrBai 
everywhere implies a local idea (cf. Rev 20:7-8: 

Satan comes out from his prison), so that the question 
where the deceivers are coming from is entirely 
legitimate. Since the opponents are identified with 
the antichrist, they could scarcely be said to come 
from him (against Bultmann, Epistles, 112). It seems 
better to think of the realm of the antichrist, from 
which they have come forth. Although our text 
leaves this question unanswered, in any case the 
purpose of their emergence is obvious. They have 
come for the people who live in the world and for 
whom the presbyter feels responsible: cf. also 1 John 
2:19. 

3 No dualistic notion of the world is evident here. It is 
different in John 1:9; ljohn 2:15-17; 4:5 (where the 
false teachers are ‘from the world’); 4:9; the neutral 
idea is also present, as in 1 John 4:1 (‘they have gone 
out into the world”), which apparently presupposes 2 
John 7. 

4 For the idea and concept of “docetism," see above 
(excursus on "The False Teachers in 1 John." at 1 
John 2:22-23). 

5 Cf. Dodd, Epistles, 149; Schunack, Briefe, 115 (the use 
of the present participle “at most indicates that the 


author did not need to listen or speak more carefully 
because the opposing fronts were already fixed"). 
Brown correctly emphasizes (Epistles, 670) that it is 
improbable that a copyist would change a grammati¬ 
cally correct perfect to a present. Here he writes 
particularly in opposition to Bultmann ( Epistles , 112), 
who regards the ways in which 2 John 7-9 varies 
from ljohn 2:18-27; 4:1-6 as proof of the 
secondary character of 2 John in relation to 1 John, 
and wishes to see the present participle ipxopevos as a 
timeless characteristic of Jesus, as in John 3:31; 6:14; 
11:27. 

The future meaning of the participle tpxopevos 
occurs frequently in sayings of a prophetic nature; cf. 
Dan 7:13; Rev 1:4, 8; 7:14; Matt 21:9 par ; John 
12:13 (quoting Ps 118:25-26); John 6:14 (Mr 
prophet who is to come into the world). Although 
Lieu (Epistles, 84-85) also is of the opinion that the 
formulations in 2 John were written on the pattern of 
1 John, she emphasizes that the former presumes a 
quite different situation, and that a future meaning 
for the present participle tpxoperov in 2 John 7 is 
possible. 
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mem, 7 all the more since 1 John 5:6 specifically empha¬ 
sizes the union of Christ with the sacraments (elements: 
water and blood), although it is true that here the aorist 
participle i\6div appears (“Jesus Christ has come in water 
and blood’). The author of 1 John presupposes that in 
the environment of the Johannine school there were 
opposing, spiritualistic teachers who deviated both 
christologically and sacramentally. But in the two shorter 
Johannine letters there is no indication of a conflict over 
the interpretation of the sacraments. For that reason a 
present-tense reading of fpxopttvov is improbable. 8 

On the other hand, the future-tense interpretation 
would mean that the deceivers do not confess that Jesus 
Christ “will come” in the flesh. 9 Such a future interpreta¬ 
tion is grammatically permissible, as I have already said. 


It cannot be objected, with reference to John 17:2-5; 

Phil 3:20-21; Rom 8:17-18, that in the perspective of 
the NT authors the future parousia of Christ would 
occur not in the flesh but “in glory,” 10 because this 
objection presupposes an “orthodox” eschatological- 
apocalyptic idea that by no means held the field without 
opposition in the first and second centuries of Christian 
theology. Instead, a differentiated set of apocalyptic 
expectations can be demonstrated even in the NT; for 
example, the idea transmitted by Paul that a messianic 
reign would be established before the arrival of the end 
of the world. (According to 1 Cor 15:23-24 three phases 
are to be distinguished: the resurrection of Christ; the 
resurrection of Christians at the parousia of Christ, with 
the introduction of the messianic reign; and then the 


7 Extending the thesis of Peder Borgen (Bread from 
Heaven [NovTSup 10; 2d ed.; Leiden: Brill, 1981]), 
Schnelle ( Antidocetic Christology, 194-208, at 208) has 
demonstrated that the discourse on the bread of 
heaven and the eucharistic section in John 6:30-58 
are to be regarded as the composition of the fourth 
evangelist, who for antidocetic purposes asserted the 
unity of incarnation and Eucharist and “in John 6 . .. 
has taken up some traditions of his school that are 
independent of one another, but have a related 
theme and set of motifs, and has shaped them into a 
compositional unit." 

8 This seems to be the opinion now of Balz, 
“Johanneische Theologie," 54 (the participle 
“complexively [joins] the history of Jesus Christ and 
his present meaning"—but he gives no further 
rationale). Francois Vouga is of the opinion that the 
present participle in 2 John 7, like the perfect in 1 
John 4:2, “evoke[s] a lasting state" (“The Johannine 
School: A Gnostic Tradition in Primitive Chris¬ 
tianity?" Bib 69 [1988] 372-73). Although one might 
insert a question mark here, since this opinion flies in 
the face of the difference of tenses, what is especially 
problematic is the thesis that 2 John 7 represents a 
combination of quotations from John (1:14 and 

6:51 -58) and 1 John (4:2), for this contradicts the 
probable sequence: 2 John first, I John later; it also 
neglects the fact that the combination of iv oapri with 
the verb is not found in the Fourth Gospel (cf. the 
difference in Barn. 6.7, and frequently). 

9 The future interpretation was advocated by 
Schwartz, Oberden Tod, 47 n. 3 (cf. idem, Aporien im 
vierten Evangelium [NGWG; Berlin: Weidmann, 

1907] 1.368 n. 3). In addition, this confirms the view 
that 2 and 3 John are genuine letters, in contrast to 1 
John and the Fourth Gospel. However, Schwartz's 


work is too hypothetical when he posits that the 
presbyter’s true name was “cut out,” and that this 
presbyter was the author of John 21 ( Uber den Tod, 
49). Lieu ( Epistles, 85) also says that there was 
antidocetic polemic in the early church having to do 
not only with the physical incarnation, death, 
resurrection, and ascension of Christ, but also his 
return in the flesh (with reference to Irenaeus Adv. 
haer. 3.16.8 and Tertullian De Came Christi 16.1; 
24.4). The counterargument, that the context has no 
reference to the parousia (ibid.), disregards that the 
“antichrist" is an apocalyptic figure. The future 
interpretation of the participle is found also in 
Westcott, Epistles, 218; Charles Gore, The Epistles of 
St. John (London: Murray; New York: Scribner's, 
1920) 226-27; in addition, it is in F. W. Bullinger, 
Figures of Speech Used in the Bible (London: Eyre and 
Spottiswoode, 1898; 9th ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1982) 643; (Pseudo-) Oecumenius: rovs aScrovoras 
Xiyti rijv bcvrcpav rov tvpiov napovolav, IT N. 
TpcpircAar, * Ywopvijpara fir rar emoroXas rijs xaivijr 
Aiofiij«i)r III (Athens, 1982) 532. (For the last two 
references I am grateful to my colleague, Prof. 
Otfried Hofius, in Tubingen.) Cf. also the correct 
translation by Walter Bauer, Die Katholischen Briefe 
desNeuen Testaments (Religionsgeschichtliche 
Volksbucher; Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1910)61 
(“the one coming in the flesh”); so also Otto 
Baumgarten, DieJohannesbriefe (SNT 4; 3d ed.; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1918) 225. 

10 Thus Bultmann, Epistles, 112; Schnackenburg, 
Epistles, 284; also Balz, “Johannesbriefe," 213. 
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end, when Christ will hand over his rule to God.) Since 
the intervening messianic reign was reckoned at a 
thousand years, it was understood as a millennial 
messianic dominion, and the teaching about it was called 
“chiliasm." 11 At one point in the NT this expectation is 
specifically expressed: in Rev 20:1-3 an angel binds the 
dragon, Satan, for a thousand years. This idea appears 
much more frequently in post-NT times. In the second 
century it was especially vivid in places where Montanist 
influences can be detected, but it also occurs indepen¬ 
dently of them. Justin interpreted Isa 7:14 and 8:4 in this 
sense: Jerusalem will be rebuilt and the church will dwell 
there with Christ in a reign of peace (Dial. 81). 12 In 
contrast, chiliasm was energetically opposed by Origen, 
Hippolytus, and others. Papias, however, was also a 
chiliast. 13 This agrees with the fact that he was instructed 
by John the presbyter. It was also said of the gnostic 
Cerinthus that he was a chiliast; for it had been revealed 
to him by angels that, after the resurrection, the rule of 


Christ would be established on earth and the bodies of 
those in Jerusalem would be revived. People would once 
again give themselves up to lust and pleasure, and a 
period of a thousand years would be spent in a joyful 
wedding festival. 14 

That the presbyter at this point is presenting the 
chiliastic idea of an intervening messianic reign can be 
seen as probable if one compares this passage with the 
pseudepigraphical Epistle of Barnabas. 15 The author 
expects that the six thousand years which are the sum 
total of those allotted to the world are coming to an end, 
and with the beginning of the seventh millennium will 
come the dawning of Christ’s reign of peace (15.4-5). It 
is significant that this expected coming of Christ is 
described as an appearance iv vapid (6.9: he hopes ini r'ov 
iv vapid ptWovra <f>avtpovv6at vp.1v ’hjvovv [“in that Jesus 
who will be manifested to you in the flesh"]; similarly 7.9: 
they will see him “on that day with the long scarlet robe 
‘down to the feet’ on his body [irtpt ttjv tropica]”). 16 This 


11 From Greek * T V (“ a thousand years"). For the 
Jewish apocalyptic foundations of this idea, cf. H. 
Kraft, “Chiliasm,” RGG 3 1 (1957) 1651-52 
(according to which the thousand years were arrived 
at by combining the seven days of creation with Ps 
90:4); also Walter Bauer, “Chiliasmus," RAC 2 (1954) 
1073-78; H. Bietenhard, Das tausendjahrige Reich: 
Eine biblisch-theologische Sludie (2d ed.; Zurich: 

Zwingli, 1955); Otto Bocher. “Katechismus." TRE 17 
(1981) 723-29; idem, “Das tausendjahrige Reich." in 
idem, Kirche in Zeit und Geschichle (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag. 1983) 133-43. 

12 Cf. also n. 9 above (Irenaeus, Tertullian). 

13 Cf. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.12; also Irenaeus Adv. 
haer. 5.30.1; 33.3-4; 36.1-2; 61-62. 

14 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.28.2 (according to Gaius). 
Dionysios of Alexandria has a similar report of 
Cerinthus (according to Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.28.4-5: 
the content of Cerinthus’s teaching is said to be that 
“the kingdom of Christ would be on earth, and being 
fond of his body and very carnal [trapxuoc] he dreamt 
of a future according to his own desires,... given up 
to the indulgence of the flesh, that is, eating and 
drinking and marrying, and to those things which 
seem a euphemism for these things, feasts and 
sacrifices and the slaughter of victims'). 

15 The author of the Epistle of Barnabas wrote, 
according to the generally accepted scholarly 
opinion, ca. 130-135 ce (so Hans Windisch, Der 
Bamabasbrief [HNT ErgSnzungsband; Tubingen: 
Mohr (Siebeck), 1920] 412; Klaus Wengst, Didache, 
Bamabasbrief, Zweiter Klemensbrief Schrift an Diognet: 


Schriften des Urchristentums [Munich: Kosel, 1984] 
2.115: dating at 130-132 ce; Berthold Altaner and 
Alfred Stuiber, Patrologie [Freiburg/Basel/Vienna: 
Herder, 1980] 54: “certainly before 140”); it 
presumes the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple: 
“Gnosis is already known, but not yet as a danger 
threatening Christianity; it is also obvious from 
Barnabas that the church has definitively separated 
from the synagogue" (R. Schiitz, “Bamabasbrief,” 
RGG 3 1 [1957] 880). All this agrees with the situation 
of Papias as a contemporary. 

16 For the interpretation of that letter, cf. Hans 

Windisch, Der Bamabasbrief {HNT Erganzungsband; 
Tubingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1920) 346, 364-65. Of 
course, the problem at hand cannot be dismissed with 
the assertion that this passage in 2 John 7 is a 
“dogmatic formulation" (cf. Windisch and Preisker, 
Die Katholischen Briefe, on 2 John 7: ipxbpcvov iv oapni 
would, according to them, be the same as iv aapri 
i\ij\v6ora). Schnackenburg differs (Epistles. 284 n. 
71), rejecting a relationship between Bam. 6.9 and 2 
John 7, because he prefers to think simply of a 
■prophetic foresight” as in Bam. 6.7. However, the 
presentation of the past, present, and future are 
interwoven (5.3), and the incarnation is an anticipa¬ 
tory figure of Christ’s future appearing; for the latter 
is the foundation of hope in the coming resurrection 
of the dead, which will bring the rule of believers 
over the “land" (6.13). The expression iv oapri is 
therefore not to be referred to the incarnation in the 
Epistle of Barnabas, but rather—as the context 
indicates—the fulfillment of the prophetic promise 
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future eschatological expectation, directed toward a 
messianic reign to be established on earth, is apparently 
the object of the presbyter's teaching as well. He is 
concerned with earthly reality, the empirical fact of the 
substance of apocalyptic hope. 

The “deceivers," by contrast, deny the real substance 
of the apocalyptic expectation. Paradoxically, as a result 
they themselves become the representatives of an 
apocalyptic figure, namely, the antichrist, the opponent 
of Christ. Apocalyptic Judaism was familiar with the idea 
of a negative counterpart to the coming Messiah. In the 
NT the expression appears only here and in 1 John. Of 
course, it originally referred only to one antichrist. The 
plural interpretation in terms of a number of deceivers is 
secondary. It means that the deceivers, with their false 


teaching, represent in themselves the distresses of the 
end time that must precede the appearance of Christ. 


Excursus: The Antichrist 17 

The word avrl\purrot is attested in the NT only in 2 
John 7; ljohn 2:18, 22; 4:3 (singular); and ljohn 
2:18 (plural). It is either a creation of the presbyter, or 
else it comes from the existing tradition as he knew 
it." The prefix “anti-” can designate either ‘replacing 
(substituting for) someone" or hostile opposition. 19 
Among the Apostolic Fathers, the word is found only 
in Polycarp (Phil. 7.1) in a passage that rests on 1 John 
4:2-3. Here it is used for a person who denies “that 
Jesus Christ has come in the flesh,” and is clearly 
distinguished from 8td/3oAor and sraravas, that is, from 


in the appearance of the Incarnate One anticipates 
the future appearing of Christ, which is also expected 
iv rapri. That the author is not only looking 
backward to the incarnation, but also forward to the 
parousia, and sees a concrete connection between the 
two, is grounded in his parenetic intention. For the 
future eschatological expectation of a seventh 
millennium in the Epistle of Barnabas, cf. also 
Johannes Quasten, Palrology, vol. 1: The Beginnings of 
Patristic Literature (Utrecht: Speculum, 1966) 89. 

17 Literature: Hans Bietenhard, Das tausendjahrige 
Reich: Eine biblisch-theologische Studie (2d ed.; Zurich: 
Zwingli, 1955); Otto Bdcher, “Antichrist II.” TRE 3 
(1978) 21-24; idem. “Die teuflische Trinitat,” in 
idem, Die Johann esapoka lypse (Fd 1' 41; Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1975) 76-83 (= 
idem, Kirche in Zeit und Ewigkeit [Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1983] 90-96); Bousset, 
Antichrist; Bousset and Gressmann, Die Religion des 
Judentums, 254-56; Josef Ernst, Die eschatologischen 
Gegenspieler in den Schriften des Neuen Testaments (BU 
3; Regensburg: Pustet, 1967); David Flusser, “The 
Hubris of the Antichrist in a Fragment from 
Qumran," Immanuel 10 (1980) 31-37; Sven S. 
Hartmann, “Antichrist 1,” TRE 3 (1978) 20-21; 

Ernst Lohmeyer, “Antichrist,” RAC 1 (1950) 450-57; 
Beda Rigaux, L'Antichrist et I’opposition au royaume 
messianique dans VAncien et le Nouveau Testament 
(Gembloux: Duculot; Paris: Gabalda, 1932); 

Heinrich Schlier, “Vom Antichrist: Zum 13. Kapitel 
der Offenbarung Johannis," in Ernst Wolf, ed„ 
Theologische Aufsdtze: Karl Barth cum 50. Geburtstag 
(Munich: Kaiser, 1936) 110-23 (= Schlier. Die Zeit 
der Kirche: Exegetische Aufsatie und VortrSge [2d ed.; 
Freiburg: Herder, 1958] 1.16-29); J. Schmid, “Der 
Antichrist und die kommende Macht (2 Thess 2,1- 


12)," ThQ 129 (1949) 323-43; Willy Staerk, Soter: Die 
biblische Erlosererwartung als religionsgeschichtliches 
Problem, vol. 1: Der biblische Christus (BFCTh 2/31; 
GUtersloh: Bertelsmann, 1933); Gustav Stahlin, ‘Die 
Feindschaft gegen Gott und ihre Stelle in seinem 
Heilsplan fur die Welt,” in Otto Michel and Ulrich 
Mann, eds.. Die Leibhaftigkeit des Wortes: Festschrift fur 
Adolf Koberle (Hamburg: Furche, 1958)47-62; 
Richard C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament (ed. 
Robert G. Hoetber; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989) 

119-21; Trilling, Der iweite Brief. 81 -105; Geo 
Widengren, Religionsphdnomenologie (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1969) 130-46; Roy Yates, “The Anti¬ 
christ,’" £vQ46 (1974) 42-50. 

18 If the presbyter, as the authority within the Johan- 
nine school, is the originator of the word, then 1 
John 2:18 («afli>r ijKoiicrare) can refer to this tradition, 
perhaps directly to2John 7. lfit is a pre-Johannine 
creation, it probably comes from the primitive 
Christian tradition of the last decade of the first 
century ce, since it is unknown to the older Christian 
apocalyptic literature. 

19 In Greek a good many individual names or nouns 
designating persons are constructed with ivri-. Two 
meanings should be distinguished: (1) “instead of,” 
“being in place of someone”: the king’s representa¬ 
tive during an interregnum is called avn/SaeiAcvs, 
and the substitute for the herald is o hvnxijpvf; (2) 
“against” expresses a relationship of enmity: in 
Heliodorus Aeth. 4.7 avrtStot means “godlike” 
(describing an enemy god). Wicked powers appear 
when mistakes are made in a ritual of invocation (cf. 
also Iamblicus De mysteriis 3.31; P. Lond. 121,634- 
35, and others). 
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trinity.” The dragon stands against God, the first 
beast (Rome, which assumes divine honor for itself) 
against Christ, and the second beast (propagandists 
for the imperial cult?) against the spirit of early 
Christian prophecy; see also Schlier, “Vom 
Antichrist,” 21 -29, and what follows below (pp. 240- 
41). 

23 Sib. Or. 3.63-74 (Christian, end of the first century; 
cf. Herbert Newell Bate, The Sibyllint Oracles, Books 
///-V[London: SPCK; New York: Macmillan, 1918] 
22; cf. John J. Collins, "Sibylline Oracles,” in OTP 
1.317-26; on book 3: pp. 354-61, esp. 360); and Asc. 


Trilling (Der iweite Brief, 104) believe that this 
tradition exists. Trilling excludes Christian material; 
cf. the list in Ernst, Gegenspieter, 42. Billerbeck differs 
(Str-B 3.637-38) as does Schnackenburg ( Epistles. 
137-39). According to Schnackenburg, Judaism had 
an idea of a reigning political figure opposed to God, 
but without the features of one who seduces through 
false signs or as a false prophet. Whether the 
diversity of apocalyptic notions in the NT (the false 
signs are traced to opponents [2 Thess 2:9-10], false 
messiahs and false prophets [Mark 13:22], or the 
second beast [Rev 13:13-14]) suggests that the 


237 







at the end-time derived from Deut 18:15, 18 20 —an (“abomination of desolation," Mark 13:14) rests 

idea of apocalyptic false prophets had developed as primarily on Dan 8:13; 9:27; 12:11. While the latter 

well. This was elaborated in the Christian Pseudo- refers to Antiochus Epiphanes IV (174-164 bce), who 

Clementine novel, under gnostic influence, to a system in his arrogant defiance of God (2 Macc 9:12; Dan 

of syzygiesor pairs in which false and true prophets are 8:1 l;cf. 8:25) erected an altar to Zeus (1 Macc 1:54), 

juxtaposed as hostile opponents throughout the course Mark uses the perfect participle (trrtjxdra (“standing") 

of human history. 29 to interpret /JJc'Xvypo apparently in reference to the 

Apart from the Johannine literature, the other NT antichrist. 50 The persecution of the faithful/saints 

texts relevant for understanding the image of the unto death (Mark 13:9-13) is depicted in Dan 7:25; 

antichrist contain elements drawn mainly from the 8:10, 24 as the work of the “king of the north” (11:40: 

Jewish apocalyptic expectation of an eschatological Antiochus Epiphanes IV), and the “suffering such as 

world ruler as the adversary of God or the Messiah. has not been from the beginning" is mentioned both in 

Thus the expression fitchvypa rtjs ipi)n<o<r«os Mark 13:19 and in Dan 12:1. In its description of the 

antichrist tradition was strengthened and developed Herder, 1980) 289; and Dieter Luhrmann, “Markus 

independently on the basis of particular sayings of 14,55-64: Christologie und Zerstorung des Tempels 

the Lord in the service of a concrete expectation of im Markusevangelium," NTS 27 (1981) 467, 473 n. 

the parousia may be set aside at this point (cf. 70. The argument that this concerns only events in 

Schnackenburg, Epistles, 138-39). the Jewish war, and that there is no apocalyptic flavor 

28 Cf. Joachim Jeremias, “Matiitr^r,” TDNT 4 (1967) (whereby the participle lorririra is referred to Titus, 

858-59. For the NT background: Mark 8:28 par.; not to the antichrist) is unpersuasive, since the 

Acts 3:21-23; 7:37; John 1:21,25; 5:46; 6:14; 7:40 antichrist is thought of precisely as a military 

(cf. also Jurgen Becker, Johannes der Taufer und Jesus conqueror, and the second evangelist deliberately 

von Nazareth [Biblische Studien 63; Neukirchen- refers to future events in Mark 13:14-27. More 

Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1972] 41-42, 50-51); important is the assertion that Mark includes the 

in addition: Ps.-Clem. Rec. 1.54.5; 57.1,5; 3.53.3; pseudochrists and pseudoprophets alongside the 

7.33, as well as Origen C. Cels. 1.57. Judaism tradition in vv. 14-20 without indicating any 

frequently applied Deut 18:15-22 to contemporary connection (Egon Brandenburger, Markus 13 und die 

events: cf. 1 Macc 14:41 (cf. 4:46); 4QTestim 5-8; as Apokalyptik [FRLANT 134; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 

well as the notes in Josephus Ant. 20.97 and 20.169 & Ruprecht, 1984] 84-85). But that we find here no 

on two messianic revolutionary movements whose messiah as an opponent of the antichrist (ibid., p. 85) 

leaders called themselves prophets. is not a genuine counterargument, since in Judaism 

29 Cf. Georg Strecker, Das Judenchristentum in den the figure of the antichrist by no means always 

Pseudoklementinen (TU 70; 2d ed.; Berlin: Akademie- requires a messianic adversary (see the following 

Verlag, 1981) 145-46, 154-55. For the interpreta- note). Brandenburger supposes that in Mark 13:14— 

tion of Deut 13:2-6, see Ps.-Clem. Horn. 16.13.2-3 23 there is an actualization of the apocalyptic ideas in 

par. Rec. 2.45.7-8, though the parallel must be Daniel, which Mark applied to describe the events of 

regarded as secondary. The “antichrist” is found as a the Jewish war, events that for him were already in 

female partner in the syzygy, who “must come the past (ibid., p. 84). This would be possible only if 

towards the end" in Ps.-Clem. Horn. 2.17.5 (hapax the hermeneutic horizon in Mark 13:14-23 is a 

legomenon going back to the original document); the historical one. The extension of time from the 

parallel in Rec. 3.61.3 is shown by its shorter appearance of the antichrist (vv. 14-23) to the real 

formulation to be secondary. end (vv. 24-27) need not contradict a Markan intent 

30 Thus Joachim Gnilka, Das Evangelium nach Markus to speak apocalyptically; the same is true of Dan 

(EKKNT 2; Zurich: Benziger; Neukirchen-Vluyn: 12:11-12. In any case the two motifs appertaining to 

Neukirchener Verlag, 1979) 2.195 n. 11; Schnacken- the antichrist tradition have been worked into Mark 

burg, Epistles, 137-38; Nikolaus Walter, “Tempel- 13:6, 22 and 13:14-27, however one may under- 

zerstbrung und synoptische Apokalypse,” ZNW 57 stand Mark’s interpretation of them. 

(1966) 43; Walter Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach 
Markus (ThHKNT 2; 8th ed.; Berlin: Evangelische 
Verlag, 1980) 358. Differently RudoirPesch, 

Naherwartungen: Tradition und Redaktion in Markus 13 
(Dusseldorf: Patmos, 1968) 140 (cf. n. 472, with 
literature); idem. Das Markusevangelium (HThKNT 
2, 2; 2d ed.; Freiburg im Breisgau, Basel, Vienna: 
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“lawless one’ as one who “opposes and exalts himself 
above every so-called god," 2 Thess 2:4 is an almost 
literal recapitulation of Dan 11:36. The arrogance of 
the eschatological adversary, directed against God in 
person, appears also in 4QpsDan ar“, where it is said 
that the opponent will be worshiped by all as the “Son 
of God" and “Son of the Most High," In that day 
“people shall trample upon people, city upon city" (cf. 
Mark 13:8).’ 1 Rev 13:1-11 depicts the Roman Empire 
in the guise of a beast rising from the sea as anti¬ 
christ, 52 using elements borrowed from Daniel 7, 
where they were applied to the Greek empire, 
especially that of the Seleucids.” 

Probably on the basis of Daniel, other Jewish 
apocalypses recognize the figure of an antimessiah as 
an eschatological ruler. 54 In the Syriac Apocalypse of 
Baruch (written ca. 100-130 bce) 55 this royal eschato¬ 
logical figure is opposed to the messiah and is 
characterized as follows: “(1) The last ruler who is left 
alive at that time will be bound, whereas the entire host 
will be destroyed. And they will carry him on Mount 
Zion, and my Anointed One will convict him of all his 


wicked deeds and will assemble and set before him all 
the works of his hosts. (2) And after these things he will 
kill him and protect the rest of my people who will be 
found in the place that I have chosen." 36 

The eschatological ruler who brings disaster on the 
people of God is also described in Jewish apocalyptic 
without any confrontation with the messiah, for 
example, in the Assumption of Moses: 31 

And there shall come upon them (a second) 
retribution and wrath, 

such as has not befallen them 
from the beginning until that time, 
when he will stir up against them the king of the 
kings of the earth, 

a man who rules with great power, 
who will crucify those who confess their 

And those who deny it he will torture 
and put in chains and imprison. 38 
After a description of the resistance of the pious 
(whose father is the Levite, Taxo), the text continues 


31 The fragment 4QpsDan ar“ was first published by 
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, who interprets the “son of God" 
mentioned there as the expected messiah (“The 
Contribution of Qumran Aramaic to the Study of the 
New Testament," NTS 20 [1974] 382-407, at 391- 
94; reprinted in idem, A Wandering Aramean: Collected 
Aramaic Essays [SBL Monograph Series 25; Missoula: 
Scholars Press, 1979] 85-113, at 90-93). By 
contrast, Flusser (“Hubris of the Antichrist," 31-37) 
makes it seem probable that the reference is to an 
“antichrist figure" who, however (as in As. Mos. 8-10) 
is opposed not by a messiah but by God in person, or 
by the people of God. For the motif of the arrogant 
defiance of the ruler at enmity with God cf. Isa 
14:12-13; Ezek 28:2. Cf. also 4QTestim 23-24, 
where, after a series of messianic figures prophesied 
in sayings drawn from the OT, there is the 
announcement of “an accursed one, one from Belial" 
who will be “a net to catch his people and a horror to 
all his neighbors," and who will manifest himself 
openly in two ‘instruments of violence." 

32 See the detailed remarks in Schlier, “Vom Anti¬ 
christ," 21-23; and Bousset, Offenbarungfohannis, 
358-65. 

33 Cf. Rev 13:1 with Dan 7:3; Rev 13:2 with Dan 7:4-6; 
Rev 13:5 with Dan 7:8-11; Rev 13:7 with Dan 7:21. 

34 The tradition of the assault of the nations lacks an 
antichrist figure. It is therefore at most to be 
adduced, in a mediated fashion, where individual 
motifs produce fleeting connections with the 
antichrist tradition. Thus in Ezekiel 38—39 an 
eschatological general (Gog) leads the enemy armies 


against Jerusalem; in Ps. Sol. 17.23-27 as in 2 Thess 
2:8 the Messiah (= the Christ of the parousia) 
destroys the enemies or the enemy “with the breath of 
his mouth." One should not, however, combine the 
two traditions into one (against Brown, Epistles, 334- 
35). for while the tradition of the assault of the 
nations eschatologizes the experience of the attacks 
of foreign nations against Zion and depicts that 
assault as being wrecked (after an initial success) by 
its collision with God or the Messiah (e.g., Zech 
14:2), the antichrist tradition reflects the really 
existing, cruel domination of one or more wielders of 
power like Antiochus Epiphanes, Pompey, Herod the 
Great, Caligula, or Nero as the final and ultimate rise 
of that which is anti-God. Hence Hugo Gressmann's 
description of Assyria (in Micah and Isaiah) and Gog 
(in Ezekiel) as “antichrists" is problematic (Der Messias 
[Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1929] 125, 
240, 252). 

35 Cf. Albertus Frederik Johannes Klijn, “Die syrische 
Baruch-Apokalpse," in Apokalypsen (JSHRZ 5/2; 
Gutersloh: Mohn, 1976) 114. 

36 2Bar. 40.1, 2; translation by Klijn in OTP 1.633. 

37 The Assumption of Moses was apparently written “very 
shortly after 6 ce" (Egon Brandenburger, “Himmel- 
fahrt Moses," in Apokalypsen, 60). 

38 As. Mos. 8.1-2, translation by R. H. Charles, revised 
byj. P. M. Sweet, in Sparks, Apocryphal OT. 611-12; 
the text is also known as the Testament of Moses; see 
John Priest, “Testament of Moses," OTP 1.919-34. 

39 4QpsDan ar* is equally lacking in transitions; see n. 
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land, as a False prophet, is the propagandist For the first 
beast and appears as the adversary oF the prophetic 


"evil one From the beginning.” 45 Hence Wilhelm 
Bousset's judgment that “the saga oF the antichrist now 

40 At. AFor. 10.1-2. creation, has been shiFted to the end oF history (337, 


41 This was the opinion oF Bousset and Gressmann, Die 
Religion des Judentums, 254-55; Bousset, Antichrist, 
88-89; Staerk, Soter, 71-72; Lohmeyer, “Antichrist,” 
451-52. Against this position is Schnackenburg 

(. Epistles, 138-39), who correctly emphasizes that 
Satan, the old dragon, is also clearly distinguished 
From the antichrist in Revelation. As. Mos. 10.8 (“the 
eagle") suggests that chap. 8 reFers to the Roman 
Empire, whose destruction (10.8-10) precedes the 
Fall oFSatan (10.1). 

42 CF. also 4QTestim 21-30, where the two antimes- 
siahs are traced to Belial (see n. 31 above); also Rev 
13:2; 2 Thess 2:9; Polycarp Phil. 7.1. 

43 An identification of the “dragon” with the antichrist 
is most likely in Ps. Sol. 2.29[25]flF. It is true that this 
text speaks figuratively of Pompey (v. 30[26]), so that 
there can scarcely be a mixture of the mythological 
figure of Satan with the historical figure (cf. Svend 
Holm-Nielsen, Die Psalmen Salomos [JSHRZ 4/2; 
Gdtersloh: Mohn, 1977) 66). The idea of a dragon or 
monster that was bound at the beginning of creation 
and will be set free again at the end of the world 
before being finally destroyed appears in many 
cultures. (Cf. Sven S. Hartmann, “Antichrist I," TRE 
3 [1972] 20-21; Lohmeyer, “Antichrist," 451.) 
Besides the tradition of the killing of Rahab (Isa 51:9; 
Ps 74; 13; 89; 11), this notion is apparently behind Job 
3:8; 7:12; and especially Isa 27:1, and influences later 
apocalyptic as well (e.g., T. Ash. 7.3; Ps. Sol. 
2.24[22]fT.), especially the Revelation of John, where 
the dragon is expressly identified with Satan, the 
devil (Rev 20:2). On the idea of the dragon in 
Revelation, cf. Bousset, OffenbarungJohannis: under 
the influence of Iranian eschatology the victory over 
the dragon, originally located at the beginning of 


351.379, 436). The figure of Satan (also Beliar, 
Std/9oAor, nixipa aepiov) as God’s adversary was 
already known in the OT (prologue to the book of 
Job) and appears increasingly in the intertestamental 
literature in place of the dragon as the eschatological 
opponent of God or the Messiah ljub. 10.8; 23.29; 

As. Mos. 10.1; T. Dan 4.7; 5.1; T. Ash. 1.8; T. Levi 
18.12; T.Jud. 25.3; 1 Enoch 68.4; 2 Enoch 29.4). 

44 Bousset, Antichrist, 53 

45 Cf. also Bousset and Gressmann, Die Religion des 
Judentums, 254-55, on As. Mos. 8: “Here a figure 
composed of Antiochus IV and Herod has been 
woven together, and is now depicted without 
particular reference to any given period of time as 
the tyrant of the end-time who will rule the whole 
world.” Antichrist figures in Jewish texts include: As. 
Mos. 10.8; 4QpsDan A"; Isa. 11:4; 4 Ezra 5.6 (“and 
one shall reign whom those who inhabit the earth do 
not expect”); 12.11-12; 14.17 (the eagle = the 
imperial power of Rome), and elsewhere; Bousset, 
Antichrist, 63. Christian texts include: Barn. 4.4- 5; 
Did. 16.3-4; Asc. Isa. 4.2-4; Apocalypse of Elijah 32.9- 
33.10; Sib. Or. 2.167-68; 3.63-65; 5.33-34, 214- 
27; 8.140-50; also the texts of the “Saga of Nero" in 
Sib. Or. 4.119-24, 137-39; 5.137-54, 361-85 (with 
no application to the ‘antichrist’ according to 
Bousset and Gressmann, Die Religion des Judentums, 
255; Ernst, Gegenspieler, 265). 

46 Bousset and Gressmann, Die Religion des Judentums, 
254. 
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Spirit of Christ, thus also representing an antichrist 

The two antichrist traditions appear, unsystem- 
atized but united by the common theme of the 
apocalyptic event, in Mark 13, if /McAvypa rijs 
cpi)jiw(r<ci>s (“abomination of desolation" v. 14) refers to 
the antichrist (see above), and the fcvloxpurroi and 
</rcv8oirpo4>i)Tai (“false christs and false prophets,* v. 22; 

cf. v. 6) are to be regarded as concretizations of the 

expectation of false prophets in a variety of guises. In 
this way they are comparable to the secondary plural 
form ovTi'xpioroi in 1 John 2:18. 

The earliest text in which the two antichrist 
traditions can be shown to have been fused to produce 
a single figure is 2 Thess 2:3-12. The characterization 
of the adversary of the coming Christ as avSpunros rijs 
avofiiat (“the lawless one") and vtos atrwAttas (“one 
destined for destruction," 2:3) takes up the tradition 
from Daniel about the arrogant and violent ruler and 
develops it in what follows, asserting that the 
avriKttpcvo? will set himself in place of Cod (cf. v. 4 
with Dan 11:36). His description as one who comes in 
the power of Satan, who deceives human beings not 
only with “signs, lying wonders” but also every kind of 
airarT) aludas (v. 10), draws on the tradition of the false 
prophets in Deut 13:2-6. 48 It is characteristic of him 
that his appearance is identical with the spread of 
infidelity and causes airo oraaia (v. 3), made possible by 
an ivipyua irAavtjr (“powerful delusion,” v. 11). Such 
irAavt), which is equated with the denial of Christ and 
the acceptance of the antichrist, represents the 
eschatological apostasy that is typical of apocalyptic 


expectations. 49 It is the crucial threat to the Christian 
community. 

That in Revelation, Mark and its parallels, and 2 
Thessalonians the two expectations of the antichrist 
have been used with different emphases can be 
explained from the circumstance that at one point it is 
political danger (as in Revelation), at another time 
religious temptation that appears as the most acute 
danger to the community, even though the two may be 
closely connected. What is specific to the Johannine 
Letters is that in them the political dimension is not 
considered, and the action of the avriyptaros appears 
as leading the community astray through false 
teaching, specifically a false christology. 


■ 8 The community, confronted by false teaching, is in an 
apocalyptic situation. This is the basis for the “eschato¬ 
logical admonition” 50 ^Ae'irere eavrovt (“be on your 
guardl”). The appearance of the deceivers means that the 
very existence of the community is at risk. It is called to 
decide whether it will lose everything it has and is—the 
state of its faith, its existence in truth and love 51 —or 
whether it will arrive at that toward which it is striving, 
the “full reward”—another apocalyptic term that 
completes the image. 52 Undoubtedly the coming of 
Christ in the flesh also implies the rewarding of those 
who belong to him. Those who have acknowledged him 
in word and deed will receive a heavenly reward that is 


47 Cf. Bucher, “Antichrist," 23. 

48 Cf. Trilling, Der zwtile Brief, 83, 104. In addition to 
the Christian interpretation, the antichrist tradition 
in Did. 16.4 also rests on the combination of motifs 
from Daniel and Deuteronomy: ‘and then shall 
appear the deceiver of the world (xotr/zorrAdxor) as a 
Son of God, and shall do signs and wonders and the 
earth shall be given over into his hands and he shall 
commit iniquities which have never been since the 
world began." 

49 Cf. Trilling, Der a,file Brief. 81-82. Dan 11:32; 1 
Macc 2:15; As. Mas. 8.2-5; Mark 13:6; 2 Thess 2:3; 1 
John 2:19; Rev 13:14, and elsewhere. 

50 Schnackenburg, Epistles, 285 (with reference to Rev 
3:11; cf. also Mark 13:5, 9 par.). 

51 EipyaaaptSa must not be understood in the sense of 
an accomplishment (on the contrary, cf. also John 
6:27, 29). Both the first and second person plural are 
equally well attested (2d person plural in K A V 
0232“ id , 33,81,323(614), 630, 1241, 1505, 1739, 
2495; al; lau; sy; bo. 1st person plural in B(») P, 9)1, 
S yhmg. t h e f lr5l person plural is to be preferred as 


the lectio difficilior because of the stylistic unevenness 
(cf. arroAa/Srjrr). Hartwig Thyen differs (“Johannes- 
brief,” TRE 17 [1987] 196). He thinks this is an 
“ecclesial we," to be distinguished from the use of the 
“authorial we" in 1 John 1:1-5 (see above). So also 
Brown, Epistles, 671 (“we Johannine Christians"). 

52 The word pttrBos appears only here in the Johannine 
Letters. Cf. Rev 3:11 (“that no one may seize your 
crown"); 11:18 (“for rewarding your servants"); there 
is a present interpretation in John 4:36 (“the reaper is 
already receiving wages"); future in Malt 6:1; 10:41- 
42. On this subject, see the articles by Herbert 
Preisker, “The Concept of Reward in Later Judaism" 
and “The Concept of Reward in the New Testa¬ 
ment," TDNT 4 (1967) 712-28, which are rich in 
material but too one-sided in their theology. 
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identical with eternal life, life in community with Christ. 
■ 9 The apocalyptic horizon within which the presbyter’s 
theology is located is also characterized by a specific, 
realistic anticipation of the parousia. On the one hand, it 
is understandable that in its later development the 
Johannine school, beginning from this starting point, 
drew further realistic conclusions, with respect, for 
example, to its understanding of the earthly Jesus 
(colossal miracles) as signs of the Revealer’s doxa, or to 
the interpretation of the sacraments (Lord’s Supper: 
John 6; Baptism and Lord’s Supper: 1 John 5:5-9). On 
the other hand, however, it is equally understandable 
that theological resistance was ignited at an early stage 
and that innovators opposed the presbyter’s traditional 
theology. These were people who did not share that 
theology and did not abide in the “teaching of Christ," 
that is, people who were not able to regard the presby¬ 
ter’s message as an appropriate interpretation of the 
Christ-event. 53 The old theology represented by the 
presbyter is opposed by “deceivers,” who consider 
themselves “progressive.” 54 They seek new things, 
deviating from the old. Theirs is an attitude that will 
later be stigmatized in the church as heresy. 

In the presbyter’s view, the Chrisl-didache that he 
represents possesses a superior theological binding force. 
As those who do not abide in the teaching of Christ have 
no community with God, the reverse is also true. 


Community with the Father and the Son exists only 
where that teaching is preserved. The antithetical 
sequence is striking: a negative statement is followed by 
an affirmative parallel (an antithetical parallelismus 
membrorum). This means that the beginnings of Johan¬ 
nine antithesis, the specific form of Johannine thought as 
later developed in the Fourth Gospel and in 1 John, are 
already attested in the writing of the presbyter. This 
style, together with certain Johannine “key concepts” 
such as community with God, truth, and agape, was to 
become an essential characteristic of the Johannine 
school. 

The expression 6tov t\tiv is not a specifically Christian 
term, but is connected primarily with Greek models 55 
and is also found in Hellenistic Jewish tradition. 56 This 
manner of speaking is more marked by Hellenistic than 
by Jewish traits and was only Christianized at a later 
stage, when “having God” or “having the Father" (2 John 
9; 1 John 2:23) was complemented by “having the Son" 

(2 John 9; ljohn 5:12; cf. Heb 4:14-15; 8:1: “we have a 
high priest”). This kind of Christianization is also evident 
in 2 John. No real distinction is drawn between commu¬ 
nity with God and community with Christ; both these 
ideas are more strictly paralleled than in 1 John. 57 

On the basis of the fact that the nXavot regard them¬ 
selves as innovators (cf. also 2 John 5: rejection of a 
“new” commandment), some have concluded that what is 


53 The question whether roS Xpiarov is an objective or 
subjective genitive should be answered in favor of the 
former; just as the “confession" has Jesus Christ as its 
object, so also the teaching represented by the 
presbyter. The concept of Si Sax’) refers to the 
concrete situation of the presbyter’s community. His 
teaching about Christ is contrasted with ‘false’ 
teaching. It is characteristic of the more theoretical 
attitude of 1 John that the concept of titayv does not 
appear there (cf., besides 2 John 9-10, only John 
7:16-17; 18:19); on the contrary, it is asserted in 1 
John 2:27 that the community has no need of being 
taught by anyone: instead, the xpiapa teaches them 
everything! 

54 2 John 9: was 6 npoayav (this should be the reading; 
codices P V alt sy smooth it to napapaivwv) is 
resumed in what follows by t« (v. 10); it is not a 
question of a particular “leading personality in the 
community' (thus Hans Hinrich Wendt, DUJohannes- 
brUfe und das johanneische Chrislentum [Halle: 
Waisenhaus, 1925] 21). but of the false teaching in 
general. The singular is partly explained by the 


connection with the singular avTtypiaTos, whose 
conceptual content stems from the apocalyptic 
tradition (see above at v. 7). 

55 See, for example, the itinerant philosopher Epictetus, 
who lived around the turn of the century and was 
therefore a contemporary of the presbyter: Moral 
Discourses 2.8.17: t«ti too Be'ov ovk <x«s (namely, in 
the things of nature); also 1.9.7; 4.1.145: Epictetus’s 
students are those who “have the great Lord (= 
God).” 

56 Cf. Hermann Hanse, “e X «>," TDNT 2 (1964) 823: 
reference to the LXX Add Est 4:17; also 2 Macc 
8:36; 11:10; 3 Macc 7:16; also T. 12 Pair. (e.g.,T. 
Dan 5; Tlss. 7); Josephus Ant. 8.227; cf. 10.250 (< X n« 
rov Belov). 

57 Cf. the series of stages in 1 John 2:23, ascending 
from Son to Father. 2 John 9 (but cf. also the variant 
reading in this verse) is closer to the original than 1 
John 2:23; similarly 1 John 5:12 (“whoever has the 
Son has life"); cf. John 3:15-16, 36; 5:24, 26; 6:40, 
54); also differentiated is 1 John 1:3: fellowship with 
the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. In any case, 
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at issue here is a gnostic doctrine. 58 However, the idea of 
“the new” is broadly attested in the religious writings of 
antiquity, and Jesus himself, according to Mark 2:21 par. 
Matt 9:17, used the image of new wine and new wine¬ 
skins to express the idea of the new thing that had begun 
with his preaching. So also Paul interpreted the Christ- 
event as the foundation of the icawr/ (cn'trir (“new 
creation,” 2 Cor 5:17). 59 The claims of the “deceivers’ 
are thus located within a general religious conceptual 
field. One cannot determine from the context that these 
are Gnostics. The opponents are not accused of teaching 
dualistic or other specifically gnostic doctrines. 

■ 10 At the beginning of the second century there was no 
clear separation between gnosis and the great church, 
between orthodoxy and heresy, that would allow us to 
infer the presence of this heresiological confrontation in 
2 and 3 John. Besides, the organization of Christian 
communities was still flexible in the presbyter’s time. 

The “deceivers” are described not as community officials 
but as itinerant preachers; they are thus in accord with 
the church structure that was also important for the 
presbyter and his community (3 John 2-8: the “brothers 
and sisters” [.VfiSV: “friends”] as emissaries of the 
presbyter). The presbyter’s unusually harsh order to the 
community not to receive the false teachers into their 
houses, and not even to greet them, shows that they 
represent an acute threat to the existence of the Johan- 


nine communities. A similar withdrawal of community 
fellowship is described in the missionary discourse in 
Matt 10:14 par., but there it is the unbelieving Jews who 
refuse to accept the message of the disciples: as a sign of 
the coming judgment, Jesus’ disciples shake off the dust 
that their shoes have transported out of such a city. In 
the present passage the people referred to are fellow 
Christians who, in the opinion of the presbyter, are going 
astray. If they are to be denied the usual greeting, this 
indicates internal tensions within the church, more 
radical than the division between Christians and Jews. 
One may ask whether this passage presupposes the idea 
of “excommunication.” 60 One cannot, however, discern 
any overarching constitutional structure for all commu¬ 
nities that would make it possible for disciplinary actions, 
once decided upon, to be applied in every individual 
community. The presbyter is probably acquainted with a 
disciplinary institution of exclusion in the communities 
with which he is associated (3 John 10: Diotrephes is 
applying it against insubordinate members of the 
community), but, as the example shows, this can be 
practiced only in individual communities, and there is no 
evidence of its extension to the church as a whole. The 
communities thus have a significant degree of autonomy. 
It is just this that explains the presbyter’s efforts to obtain 
entry for his ideas into Diotrephes’ community. 61 


there is no suggestion in this passage that 2 John is 
dependent on 1 John (against Bultmann, Epistles, 

113); it seems rather to suggest a dependence of 1 
John on 2 John (cf. at 1 John 2:14: i'ypa^a); also 
Hermann Hanse, “« X w.” TDNT 2 (1964) 823 (the two 
verses are “almost identical and are certainly 
related'); however, he does not take account of the 
Johannine school tradition. 

58 A close parallel to this text is provided, for example, 
by the document The Concept of Our Great Power 
among the Nag Hammadi texts (NHC 6,4). 
According to this, “wickedness" arose “when the 
times were completed” “to nullify ... the words of 
the true wisdom [Sophia],’ who represents “the old” 
(44,10-29); cf. Hans-Martin Schenke, ‘Gnosis: Zum 
Forschungsstand unter besonderer BerOcksichtigung 
der religionsgeschichtlichen Problematik," VF 32 
(1987)2-21. 

59 For the concept and idea of “newness” in the OT, cf. 
esp. Isa 65:17 (new heavens and new earth) and Jer 
31:31 (new covenant). Examples from Greek 
literature are found in BAGD 394-95; also Johannes 


Behm, ‘eaivi,, *r\.. n TDNT 3 (1965) 447-50; Jorg 
Baumgarten, “saivos," EDNT 2 (1991) 229-32. The 
expression air’ apyijs (2 John 5) is Hellenistic Greek; 
cf. Herodotus 2.104; Pindar Pyth, 8.25; however, the 
thing itself is also found in the OT: see W. Beuken 
and U. Dahnten, “»KV ThWATT. 271-84. 

60 For details, see Ingrid Goldhahn-Miiller, Die Grenze 
der Gemeinde: Studien zum Problem der Zweiten Busse im 
Neuen Testament unter Berurksiehtigung der Entwieklung 
im zweiten Jahrhundert bis Tertullian (GThA 39; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989) 73-74. 

61 The presbyter cannot have recourse to an indepen¬ 
dent official structure; instead, here as well as in the 
case of the visit announced in 3 John 14, he must rely 
on his personal persuasive and argumentative skills. 
This is correctly observed by Lieu, Epistles, 114-15; 
also Dodd, Epistles, 165; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
287-88, 295-96. 
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■ 11 The order to refuse welcome, and with it every kind 
of human contact, is explained by the statement that the 
one who welcomes the deceivers is thereby identified 
with tok epyoit. . . roly rrovijpols (“the evil deeds") of 
those people. The context does not indicate that the 
nXavoi are guilty both of false teaching and of immoral 
lifestyle. The “evil deeds” of the false teachers consist in 
the fact that their teaching does not match the presby¬ 
ter’s confession of Christ. However, this originally 
theoretical controversy also has an eminently practical 
face to it: false teaching is an offense against the agape 
that should characterize the community, and this is true 
because with the false teaching quarrels and the accom¬ 
panying phenomena (even suspicion and hatred) have 
been introduced into the community. In this way, the 
opposing teachers sin against the love commandment 
that is meant to bring the community together in unity of 
faith and action. This, then, is the ethical aspect of false 
teaching. It is itself an “evil deed” because it threatens to 

62 The presbyter’s accusation against Diotrephes, that idem, Aus der Werkstatt des Vollendeten (ed. Axel von 

his tpya consist, among other things, in spreading Harnack; Giessen: Topelmann, 1930) 109-213; 

Aoyoit irotnjpols (3 John 10). is also to be understood idem , History of Dogma (trans. Neil Buchanan, from 

in this sense. There is a different use of the 3d ed.; New York: Russell & Russell, 1958 (repr. 

expression ra cpya . . . Trovtjpa in the Fourth Gospel, Dover, 1961) 2.1-93; Ernst Kasemann, “Ministry 

where it is related to the dualism of light and and Community in the New Testament," in idem, 

darkness (John 3:19; 7:7); and in 1 John, where the Essays on New Testament Themes (SWT 1/41; trans. W. 

“works” of Cain are described as “evil” (1 John 3:12). J. Montague; London: SCM; Naperville: Allenson, 

63 Literature: Carl Andresen, Die Kirchen der alien 1964) 63-94; idem, “The Canon of the New 

Christenheit (Theologische Wissenshaft 6; Stuttgart: Testament and the Unity of the Church,” in ibid., 

Kohlhammer, 1971) 17-115; idem, Geschichte des 95-107; idem, “Paul and Early Catholicism” (trans. 

Christentums (6 vols.; 2d ed.; Stuttgart/Berlin/ Wilfred F. Bunge), in idem, New Testament Questions of 

Cologne/Mainz: Kohlhammer. 1986) 1.5-21; C. Today (trans. W. J. Montague and Wilfred F. Bunge; 

Clifton Black II, 'The Johannine Epistles and the Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969) 236-51; Hans Rung, 

Question of Early Catholicism." NovT 28 (1986) “Der Fruhkatholizismus im Neuen Testament als 

131-58; Bultmann, Theology, 2.95-142 (§§ 51-55)]; kontroverstheologisches Problem,” in Ernst 

Hans Conzelmann, An Outline of the Theology of the Kasemann, ed., DasNeue Testament als Kanon 

New Testament (trans. John Bowden; New York: (Cdttingen: Vandenhoeck Sc Ruprecht, 1970) 175- 

Harper, 1969) 321-32; idem, History of Primitive 204; Ulrich Luz, “Erwagungen zur Entstehung des 

Christianity (trans. John E. Steely; Nashville: Abing- ‘Fruhkatholizismus,’’ ZNW 65 (1974) 88-111; Willi 

don, 1973) 13-20; Ferdinand Hahn, “Das Problem Marxsen, Der Fruhkatholizismus im Neuen Testament 

des Fruhkatholizismus,” EvTh 38 (1978) 340-57; (BST 21; Neukirchen: Kreis Moers, 1958); Karl H. 

idem, “FruhkatholizismusalsUkumenisches Neufeld, “’Fruhkatholizismus’—Idee und Wirklich- 

Problem," Catholica 37 (1983) 17-35; Adolf von keit," ZKTh 94 (1972) 1-28; idem, “‘FrUhkatholiz- 

Harnack, “The Present State of Research in Early ismus’—Woher?” ZKTh 96 (1974) 353-84; idem, 

Church History,” in idem, Ausgewdhlte Reden und “‘Fruhkatholizismus’—systematise!)," Gregorianum 62 

Aufsdtze (2 vols.; Giessen: Tbpelmann, 1906; (1981) 431-66; Alexander Sand, “Uberlegungen zur 

reprinted in one volume; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1951) gegenwartigen Diskussion Uber den ‘Fruh- 

2.217-35; idem, Entstehung und Entwicklung der katholizismus," Catholica 33 (1979) 49-62; Karl 

Kirchenverfassung und des Kirchenrechts in den ersten Hermann Schelkle, "Spatapostolische Briefe als 

zweifahrhunderten (1910; reprinted Darmstadt: frUhkatholizisches Zeugnis," in Josef Blinzler, Otto 

Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1980) 173-87; Kuss, and Franz Mussner, eds.. Neutestamenthche 


split the unity of the congregation and to destroy the 
love that marks the community of Christians. 62 One can 
obviously also argue, in reverse, that the agape of the 
Christian community must be strong enough to support 
different teachings’ for not only can doctrine be a guide 
to agape, but agape can also contribute to the definition 
of doctrine. In view of the fact that the continuing 
existence of his work is apparently at stake, such a 
relativizing of his teaching could scarcely be expected of 
the presbyter at this crucial moment. In his opinion, the 
“teaching of Christ’ that he represents has an uncondi¬ 
tional claim to be heard. 


Excursus: Early Catholicism 63 _ 

Before one can address the question of “early Catholic" 
tendencies in the Johannine Letters one must first 
clarify the concept of “early Catholicism.” This is a 
difficult task, 64 not least because the term was 
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The concept and idea of “early Catholicism” attempt to 
describe developments in the Christian communities at 
the time of transition from the apostolic to the post- 
apostolic period and, beyond that, to depict the 
principles underlying the church as it thus emerged. 66 
Indisputably, there are discernible developments in 
early Christianity toward an “early Catholic theology,” 
and also principles that marked the “early Catholic 
church” as such. While at the beginning of Christian 
theology one finds the kerygma of the cross and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, and in the early period of 
the church a related pneumatic awareness attesting to 
the presence of the Spirit of God in the community of 
those who believe in Christ, coupled with an over¬ 
whelming and intensive expectation of the immediate 
parousia, at the end of this development one 

Aufsatze: Festschrift fur Prof. JosefSchmid zum 70. 
Geburtslag (Regensburg: Pustet, 1963) 225-32; idem, 
Die Petrusbriefe. Der Judasbrief (HThKNT 13/2; 2d 
ed.; Freiburg: Herder, 1964) 241-45; Heinrich 
Schlier, Die Zeit der Kirche: Exegetische Aufsatze und 
Vortrage 1 (2d ed.; Freiburg: Herder, 1958); 
Hermann-Josef Schmitz, Friihkatholizismus bei Adolf 


In any case, the theological evaluation of this 
development can be done only with the greatest 
circumspection. One can scarcely expect to summarize 
it exhaustively by applying the “theory of decline," 
which describes the falling away of Catholicism from a 
normative early Christianity. 68 One must rather say 
that this development leading to the Catholic church 
represented a factual necessity. Even Adolf von 
Hamack thought that the achievement of early Cathol¬ 
icism consisted in the overcoming of gnosis, 69 and 
Rudolf Sohm asserted that the development of canon 


by the Reformation churches. In the process, the 
“theory of a ‘rupture,’ a ‘falling away,' or 'apostasy' 
[was]. . . imputed more or less reflexively from the 
beginning.” 

Luz (“Erwagungen," 89-90) distinguishes these two 
aspects with the terms “emerging early Catholicism” 
and “early Catholicism.” 


























which claimed to possess the truth, and a false 
doctrine, represented by apostates and heretics. The 
necessity for this arose not only from the differences 
that could be found within the communities, but also 
because of the influences exercised from outside 
individual congregations. Doctrine was authoritatively 
interpreted by the church's officeholders, as the 
appointed links in the chain of apostolic tradition.' 0 

Third, one observes an interest in church unity and 
the consolidation of the Christian communities. In this, 
an effort toward a visible realization of unity existed 
together with the spiritual foundation adduced for it. 

It was expressed within the congregations when the 


On the whole, one may say that these characteristic 
features are typical of the transitional period between 
primitive Christianity and the Catholic church. As 
such, they are typical of early Catholicism and can be 
applied as critical norms in the interpretation of the 
NT writings. But since a final theological evaluation of 
early Catholicism has not been made, it seems 
questionable whether one may describe writings in 
which such features are found as "early Catholic 
writings" and, by the use of this concept, avoid the 
critique that is still required. 84 

One should also consider that the features of early 
Catholicism that have been listed occur in the 



















2 John 12-13 


Conclusion of the Letter 

12 Although I have much to write to you, I 

would rather not use paper and ink; 
instead I hope to come to you and talk 
with you face to face, so that our joy may 
be complete. 13/ The children of your 
elect sister send you their greetings. 


■ 12-13 In early Christian literature the conclusion of a 
letter usually contains two elements: first greetings, and 
then a blessing. There is no wish-formula here, although 
one was added by some secondary manuscript witnesses. 1 
Instead, a brief greeting concludes the letter (v. 13). The 
image of the community as a nvpia ckAcktjj (v. 1) is 
recapitulated, but now with reference to the presbyter’s 
community as senders of the letter. That community is 
the “elect sister” of the addressees: its members, as her 
children, 2 send greetings. 

This is preceded in v. 12 by the presbyter’s announce¬ 
ment of his coming. This is also in accordance with letter 
style, but is not merely a customary literary flourish: it is 
to be understood as the expression of the author’s real 
intention to make the journey. 3 The presbyter hopes to 
achieve more through personal encounter and oral 
communication than can be obtained by a letter. The 
announced visit is undoubtedly intended to give force to 
the warning against false teachers. This at the same time 
means that the relationship between the community 
being addressed, on the one hand, and the presbyter and 
his community, on the other hand, is to be strengthened. 
The iva clause expresses this intention more concretely: 


“so that our joy may be complete.” This formula was not 
invented by the presbyter. It is also found in the rabbinic 
writings, 4 and it makes clear that the author’s Christian¬ 
ity is rooted not only in the Hellenistic sphere but in 
Judaism as well. The formulation at this point is presup¬ 
posed by 1 John 1:4; it is also used in the Fourth Gospel, 
both as a description of Jesus’ person (3:29; 15:1 l)and 
for the state of discipleship( 15:11; 16:24; 17:13). 
“Complete joy” in Jewish tradition is the joy of the 
messianic age. 5 In a Christian sense, the expression 
describes the eschatological assurance of salvation, which 
is said to be “fulfilled,” “perfected,” “complete” 6 —not 
that an imperfect earthly joy must be consciously 
perceived as its opposite. The community lives in this joy 
as long as it lives in truth and love and abides in the 
teaching of Christ. Therefore, it has nothing fundamen¬ 
tally new to expect from the presbyter’s coming, but it 
appears to be his intention to strengthen the community 
in this, its eschatological existence. 


1 Thus in a number of minuscules, and in the 
Ethiopian, Armenian, and Latin (Vulgate) 
translations. The Syrian Harclensis adds the petition 
for grace in asterisks to show that it is an addition; it 5 
is also attested by Pseudo-Oecumenius (1 Oth century) 6 
and Theophylact (11th century). Only an a^v was 
added in 3H and in some Vulgate manuscripts and the 
Syrian Philoxeniana. 

2 The r«W are the members of the community; so also 
in 2 John 1,4; 3 John 4; otherwise nowhere in the 
Johannine writings; cf. instead ra rixva (roS) it oS; 1 
John 3:1-2, 10; 5:2; John 1:12; 11:52; and Ttxvia: 1 
John 2:1, 12,28; 3:7,18; 4:4; 5:21; John 13:33. 

3 It thus corresponds to Rom 15:32; 1 Cor 16:5-9; 2 
Cor 13:10. 

4 Cf. the examples in Str-B 2.566. It is true that the 

reading iipSiv is attested by codices Alexandrinus and 


Vaticanus, as well as some minuscules and Latin 
manuscripts, but there can be no doubt that it 
represents a smoothing of the more difficult Tpi&v. 

Cf. Str-B 2.429-30. 

The active of the verb nkiipovv as “complete," 
“fulfill," “make whole" with accusative object is found 
in Matt 5:17 (rou vo/iov); the combination with x a P°- 
is, apart from the Johannine passages listed above, 
found in the NT only in Phil 2:2. The passive in the 
sense of “full," “fulfilled," “completed," is also in 2 
Cor 10:6 (of turaxorj); with rActoi in Col 4:12 v./. 
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3 John 





Introduction 
Exegesis of 3 John 


The situation of 3 John, especially the relationship 
between the presbyter and Diotrephes within the context 
of the Johannine school tradition, can be clarified by a 
comparison with 2 John. What is significant is, first of all, 
the difference in the addressees. While 2 John is a 
community letter in which the author addresses particu¬ 
lar problems in the situation of the community, especially 
that of false teachers, 3 John, in contrast, is a personal 
writing directed to an otherwise unknown Gaius and 
containing, in particular, a recommendation for 
Demetrius (3 John 12). 

In spite of the difference in the addressees, the kinship 
between the two letters is remarkably close. Both retain 
the same Johannine language and style. The terms 
a\ijd(ta, TtKva, and ayairT) occur in both letters, and the 
word i£(pxt<r8ai is used for the false teachers or the 
itinerant community members (2 John 7; 3 John 7). The 
same phrases appear: fx&PV v At'av (2 John 4; 3 John 3); iv 
a\T)dela ircpiiraTuv (2 John 4; 3 John 3-4); there are 
word-for-word correspondences in the prescripts (2 John 
1; 3 John 1) and in the conclusions (2 John 12; 3 John 
13-14). Not least, there is the same sender (6 irpetr- 
/Surcpos). The situation in which the two letters are 
written is also similar. Here, as in 2 John, the presbyter 
announces his coming. In both letters it is said of the 
addressees that they “walk in the truth” (2 John 4; 3 John 
3-4), and an independent charismatic lifestyle or the 


activity of itinerant preachers is presupposed: both for 
the false teachers (2 John 7) and with regard to the 
“brothers and sisters” [NiJSV.- “friends”] who are sent out 
(3 John 5-10). From all this one may draw the same 
conclusion as is recorded in the works of Eusebius and 
Jerome: 1 the two smaller Johannine letters were written 
by the same author. The great similarity in the form of 
the letters is explained by the fact that the two are quite 
close in time. The chronological sequence is: 2 John, 3 
John, as is apparent from 3 John 9 (typa^a ti). The 
community letter the presbyter mentions is evidently 2 
John. 

It cannot be objected against this conclusion that the 
letter presupposed by 3 John 9 was a letter of 
recommendation for the sisters and brothers and that 
2 John is not that kind of letter. 2 Rather, what is clear 
from 3 John 9 is only that the author has already 
written to the community once before. The imme¬ 
diate context does not refer to the brothers and sisters 
who are recommended to the community of Diotre¬ 
phes, but to the fact that “we,” that is, the presbyter 
and the group he represents, have been rejected by 
Diotrephes (3 John 10a). This can be applied, without 


1 Cf. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.4-5; Jerome Dr viris 
illustribus 9.18. On this, see also Wikenhauser and 
Schmid, Einleitung, 630 (Eusebius distinguishes 
between the author of 1 John, who is the apostle and 
evangelist John, and the author of 2 and 3 John, who 
is John the presbyter). A common authorship for the 
three Johannine Letters is posited by Schnacken- 
burg. Epistles, 268-69; Brown, Epistles, 16; and as 
early as Theodor Zahn, ‘Apostel und ApostelschOler 
in der Provinz Asien," in idem, Forschungen zur 
Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons (Erlangen/ 
Leipzig; Deichert, 1900) 6/1.182 (positing identity 
also with the author of the Fourth Gospel); also 
Wilhelm Michaelis, Einleitung in das Neue Testament 
(2d ed.; Berne: Haller, 1954) 300. Critical on this 
point are Haenchen, “Neuere Literatur," 283-86; 
Alfred Loisy, Le qualrieme Evangile (2d ed.; Paris: 
Nourry, 1921) 8-9; Karl P. Donfried, “Ecclesiastical 
Authority in 2-3 John," in Marinus de Jonge, ed., 

L’Evangile de Jean (BEThL 44; Gembloux: Duculot, 
1977)325-33. 

2 So, among others, Bultmann, Epistles, 100; 


Schnackenburg, Epistles, 296; Schunack, Bnefe, 120; 
Wengst .Brief, 248 (with reference to Acts 18:27); 
Adolf von Harnack, Uber den dritten Johannesbrief (TU 
15/3b; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1897) 11; Haenchen, 
“Neuere Literatur," 307; Wendt, Johannesbriefe, 26: 
according to him, Diotrephes is to be equated with 
the “'leader' already referred to by the letter-writer 
in 11.9." An identification of the letter mentioned in 
3 John 9 with 2 John is also inferred by B. Vernon 
Bartlet, “The Historical Setting of the Second and 
Third Epistles of St. John,“yrs 6 (1905) 204-16; 
although Marshall ( Epistles , 88) objects that in that 
case Diotrephes must have sympathized with the false 
teachers, and that this is not evident from 3 John, the 
brief note in 3 John 9-11 does not allow one to infer 
the contrary, either. 
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difficulty, to a previous denial of the presbyter’s claim 
to authority, like that advanced in 2 John. The 
rejection of the sisters and brothers who have been 
sent out is only secondarily related to this, to the 
extent that the emissaries, along with the letter, 
represent a further demonstration of the presbyter’s 
intention to exercise authority. 
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3 John 1-2 


Beginning of the Letter 


1 The elder to the beloved Gaius, whom I 

love in (the) truth. 2/ Beloved, I pray [first 
of all] that all may go well with you and 
that you may be in good health, just as it 
is well with your soul. 


■ 1 The letter begins with a prescript. As was customary in 
both secular and Christian letter forms, first the sender (6 
irpttrfivTipos) is named, then the addressee. The letter is 
directed to an otherwise unknown Gaius. 1 That he is 
called “beloved” indicates that he is a fellow Christian 
with whom the author is on good terms. 2 In what 
follows, Gaius’s behavior is praised (vv. 3-4), in 


particular his hospitality to traveling sisters and brothers 
(vv. 5-6), and he is requested to give further support (v. 
6b). It is possible that Gaius had been converted by the 
presbyter,* or was baptized by him, since he is counted 
among to ipa Ttnva* 


1 Gaius (older form: Caius) is a common Roman first 
name, often attested in Greek as well (e.g., Diodorus 
Siculus Bibliotheca historica 11.60.1; 13.104.1; 

19.73.1; cf. BAGD 149). It is thus not surprising that 
in the NT period Christians bearing this name often 
appear: 1 Cor 1:14 (a member of the Corinthian 
community baptized by Paul; Paul was living at his 
house when he wrote Romans 16: see Rom 16:23); 
according to Acts 19:29 a Macedonian Christian 
named Gaius accompanied Paul to Ephesus; Acts 
20:4 speaks of a companion of Paul, “Gaius from 
Derbe," who travels with the apostle through 
Macedonia; cf. also the name of the man who copied 
the Martyrdom of Polycarp (22.2). Attempts to identify 
one of those named with the addressee of 3 John are 
too hypothetical (against John Chapman, “The 
Historical Setting of the Second and Third Epistles 
of St. John," JTS 5 [1904] 366). The later tradition 
reports that Gaius was appointed bishop at Pergamon 
by the apostle John (Ap. Const. 7.46.9); according to 
Origen, Gaius was the first bishop of Thessalonica 
{Comm, in Rom. 16:23(10.41]). 

2 The adjective ayatri)ros is rare in the Johannine 
writings; in this letter it is used as an absolute form of 
address (vv. 2, 5, 11); similarly, the plural appears in 

1 John as address to the readers (2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, 

11; cf. Jude 3; 1 Pet 2:11; 4:12; 2 Pet 3:1,8. 14. 17, 
and frequently). As a designation for a fellow 
Christian, it is also found in Phlm 16 (dicAcfov 
ayartTjrov.... mu ii> aapA sat iv Kvpiw, “a beloved 
brother,... both in the flesh and in the Lord’); 
similarly in Col 4:7; Eph 6:21, and frequently 
elsewhere; in the prescript of letters also in Phlm 1 
and 2 Tim 1:2 (singular); Rom 1:7 (plural); beyond 
this, in general application to the Christian com¬ 
munity (cf. 1 Thess 2:8; 1 Cor 10:14; 15:58; 2 Cor 


7:1; 12:19; Phil 2:12; 4:1; Heb 6:9). In the Johannine 
writings, this word stem has a close relationship both 
to the idea of the revelation of God’s agape toward 
the community and the world (John 3:16; 1 John 
3:16) and to the commandment of mutual love (see 
above at 2 John 4-6), and is based on these. The 
connection is enunciated in 1 John 4:11, and is 
established in 3 John 1 by the author's addition of 
the phrase oi> lyta iyanut iv ahydeia. Bultmann differs 
{Epistles, 95-96), denying any theological implication 
of aAtjflcia (in combination with ayaitH) in this 
passage and ascribing to the latter the meaning “in 
reality, authentically." In that case ayairt jros would 
simply be “a common characterization and form of 
address among Christians"; Lieu writes similarly 
{Epistles, 102). But it is difficult to suppose that the 
presbyter's choice to express himself by juxtaposing 
the key Johannine concepts of “truth" and “love" was 
accidental (cf. above at 2 John 1). 

3 Thus Bultmann, Epistles, 95. One can refer to Paul’s 
usage for the thesis that Gaius was converted to the 
Christian faith by the presbyter: 1 Cor 4:14 (rc«i>a 
pov Ayastijra); Gal 4:19; Phlm 10; Smalley. 1, 2, 3 
John, 348. It is difficult to object (with Brown, 

Epistles, 707) that it appears from v. 3 “that the 
Presbyter has never met Gaius," and that in 
Johannine thought it is God, not a human preacher, 
who brings forth Christians “as His children" (John 

1:13; 3:3, 5). This is an overinterpretation of v. 3, 
and the idea of being born of God is unknown to the 
shorter Johannine letters. 

4 3 John 4. The personal pronoun epos is found in the 
Johannine Letters only here, but frequently in the 
Fourth Gospel (e.g., John 5:30: i) eplerts i) ipn tisaia 
ierriv), although this way of speaking cannot be 
explained as something peculiar to the Koine of Asia 
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The relationship between Gaius and the community of 
Diotrephes can be reconstructed to some degree. The 
addressee is apparently not a member of that com¬ 
munity, at least not of its clerical component; otherwise 
the presbyter would not have needed to tell him of a 
previous letter and its rejection by Diotrephes (vv. 9-10). 
But there is some relationship between Gaius and that 
community, for the presbyter wishes, by means of this 
letter, to assure himself of Gaius’s support in order to 
gain a foothold in the community of Diotrephes in spite 
of the difficulties that have arisen (vv. 8-10). Presumably 
Demetrius (v. 12) is the middleman between the pres¬ 
byter and the community; he is to receive Gaius’s 
particular support. The expected visit of the presbyter, 
which will bring him to Gaius (vv. 13-14), is also 


intended, in the wake of the first, unsuccessful attempt, 
to be part of another try at securing influence over the 
community of Diotrephes. 5 

■ 2 This verse replaces the blessing 6 that follows the 
prescript in other early Christian letters; but differently 
from the Pauline Letters, for example (see Phil 1:2), the 
linguistic usage 7 corresponds to that in secular Greek 
letters.® This accords with the Hellenistic Greek char¬ 
acter of 2 John and is a further argument for the identity 
of the presbyter as the author of both letters. The word 
V'vx’l can a l so be explained on the basis of Greek usage: 
differently from the other Johannine writings, where the 
expression has an OT and Jewish flavor and should be 
translated “life,” 9 here, although an anthropological 
body-soul dualism is not expressed in so many words, it is 


Minor: it “does not have the same usage in other 
literature from Asia Minor from that period 
(Revelation, Acts of Paul)’ (Eckhard Plumacher, 

“epos’ EDNT 1 [1990] 444). The use of epos is, 
rather, a characteristic of the Revealer’s speech in 7 
the Fourth Gospel (cf. also John 3:29; 4:34; 5:47, and 
frequently). The prior placement of the personal 
pronoun does not necessarily imply a distinction 
from other “children,” but expresses a close 
relationship (cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 293; BDR § 
285 n. 1); the form renva (in contrast to the address 
with T»via in 1 John 2:1, 12, 28, and frequently 
elsewhere) is further evidence of the independence 
of the lesser Johannine letters (cf. 2John 1, 4, 13). 

5 It is possible, on the basis of the almost identical 

formulations in 2John 12 and 3John 13, that 3 John 
was written soon after 2 John. This was apparently 
done as soon as the failure of 2 John to achieve its 
intended effect was reported to the presbyter by the 
brothers and sisters who also attested to Gaius’s 
favorable attitude (3 John 3). 8 

6 The verb evx°pat can be translated “pray" (as in the 
majority of cases in the NT: 2 Cor 13:7-9; Rom 9:3; 
Acts 26:29) or “wish," “desire"—the latter meaning is 
often constructed with accusative plus infinitive: Acts 9 
27:29 (“they wished for day to come" [ASVand 

NRSV: “prayed"]); so also in Greek private letters; cf. 
the almost word-for-word equivalent in P. Oxy. 

2.292, 11-12 (np'o be itavrav vytawew re evxopeu). In 
light of these parallel texts, one should not think here 
of a prayer for the sick (as in Jas 5:15), and it is 
questionable whether the idea of a petitionary prayer 
is implied, for in that case one would expect a dative 
construction (“to God"); moreover, the verb 
irporeix»iuu is usual in such cases (cf. esp. in the 
proemium of NT letters: Phil 1:9; Col 1:3, 9; 2 Thess 


1:11). Iltpi irdvruv can be translated in two ways: (1) 
“in all parts" (so Plato Gorgias 467D); (2) more 

(Homer//. 1.287; P 21.566; cf. BDR § 229 ^4). 

The verb eiiobovrdai is attested in classical Greek 
(since Sophocles, Herodotus, and also in the papyri 
and the LXX); the passive has an indeterminate sense 
(thus not: “being led on a good path") and describes 
“making good progress," “being well." In the NT it is 
also in Rom 1:10 and 1 Cor 16:2 in the sense of 
“succeed." The verb vytatveiv is also good Greek (“be 
healthy’); it is frequently found in the greetings 
section of letters: BGU 27, 38, 423, 846; Ep. Anst. 41; 
for bodily health also Luke 5:31; Matt 8:13 v.l. The 
Fourth Gospel uses the adjective iynjt (John 5:6, 9, 
14-15; 7:23). In this passage one should not think of 
the metaphorical sense that appears in the Pastorals, 
i.e., the “right," sound teaching (1 Tim 1:10; 2 Tim 
4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1); this corresponds to Titus 1:13; 
2:2 (bytaivetv [cv] rfj rirret). 

Cf. Funk, “Form and Structure,” esp. 425; the wish 
that the recipient may be well, usual in secular Greek 
letters (thus also P. Oxy. 14.1680) is not attested 
elsewhere in the NT or in the Apostolic Fathers. 

1 John 3:16;John 10:11; 13:37-38; 15:13, and 
frequently; cf. Eduard Schweizer, “'pvxv D: The New 
Testament," TDNT9 (1974) 642; for the OT and 
Jewish background, see Edmund Jacob, “V't'X’F 
Anthropology of the Old Testament," TDNT 9 
(1974)617-31; Eduard Lohse, “»BJ/V-v X ’i > n 
Palestinian Judaism," TDNT9 (1974) 635-37. 
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3 John 1-2 


nevertheless clear that i/'vx 1 /' s the “seat and center of life 
that transcends the earthly” 10 and stands over against the 
earthly sphere in the relationship of the internal to the 
external. The wish that it may go well with Gaius in the 
external sense of bodily health as well is combined with 
the assertion that it is already well with his soul, because 
he lives in truth and love. 11 


10 BAGD 893 (with references to Plato Phaedo 28, 

80AB; Pausanius Description of Greece 4.32.4: aOavaros 
cotiv avOpdiirov ‘the soul of man is immortal'); 
for the NT one can consider this meaning when the 
subject is the saving of the “soul’ by the word of Jesus 
(John 12:25), by conversion (Jas 5:20), or by faith (I 
Pet 1:9; Heb 10:39); cf. also Mark 8:35 par. This is 
said in disagreement with Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
292, who wishes to refer this and other passages to 
the ‘salvation of the whole person’; but his qualifying 
phrase “in the totality of his or her being’ shows that 
yrvx V ' s contrasted with corporeality, and therefore 
does not refer to the whole human being. Eduard 
Schweizer is more correct (“*v X 4 D: The New 
Testament,” TDNT9 [1974] 651) in calling it “the 
true life before God." This corresponds to the 
Hellenistic Greek idea “of the soul as an immaterial 
or at least invisible essential core of [the human 
being] that can be thought of as distinct from the 
body. It gives worth and duration to the human self 
beyond the limits of physical existence’ (Albert 
Dihle, TDNT9 [1974] 632). 

11 The context suggests that | is not to be under¬ 
stood simply as “noble spirit’ (Brown, Epistles, 704), 
but has the theological content sketched above. The 
presbyter loves Gaius “in truth" (v. 1), and the sisters 
and brothers attest that Gaius “walk[s] in the truth’ 


(v. 3); this is heavily underscored by the assertion that 
“it is well with your soul.’ There is a parallel in Philo 
Rer. div. her. 285, where a “calm, unclouded life, a 
life of true bliss and happiness’ (yoXijvbv «ai eh'biov 
tr-qoapcvos /3iov, tvladpov it aXi/BSis sai parapiov) is 
described. This is to be found when “there is welfare 
(ehoiji) outside us (ra turds), welfare in the body (ra 
ouiparos), welfare in the soul (ra fvxvs), the first 
bringing ease of circumstance and good repute, the 
second health (jrpos vyittav) and strength, the third 
delight in virtues.' The close relationship of this 
verse to 2 John is especially obvious in the con¬ 
trasting of <rapa and \pvyij and in the st y le of the 
expressions. The conjunction «aflms in the Johannine 
Letters usually introduces a comparison that at the 
same time has an explanatory function: 2 John 4, 6; 1 
John 2:6, 18, 27; 3:3, 7, 23; 4:17, and frequently. It 
is different in 3 John 3, where icaflms means the same 
as ms after verbs of saying and introduces indirect 
discourse; cf. Acts 15:14; BAGD 391. For the usage 
especially in the Fourth Gospel, see Brown, Epistles, 
262-63. 
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3 John 3-8 


Praise of Gaius 


3 I was overjoyed when some of the brothers 

and sisters arrived and testified to your 
faithfulness to the truth [or: your being in 
the truth; RSV: the truth of your life], 
namely how you walk in (the) truth. 4/ I 
have no greater joy than this, to hear that 
my children are walking in the truth. 5/ 
Beloved, you do faithfully whatever you 
do for the brothers and sisters, even 
though they are [or: those who are] 
strangers to you; 6/ they have testified to 
your love before the church. You will do 
well to send them on in a manner worthy 
of God; 7/ for they began their journey for 
the sake of Christ [Greek: for the Name], 
accepting no support from nonbelievers. 
8/ Therefore we ought to support [or: 
welcome] such people, so that we may 
become coworkers with the truth. 


■ 3-8 The presbyter has learned from otherwise unnamed 
“brothers and sisters” that Gaius had welcomed them. 

The “truth” (aXijdtia) in which Gaius is so exemplary is 
thus a matter not only of right doctrine but equally of 
right action. 1 This action is the realization of agape, 
affection and care for fellow Christians. 2 It is, of course, 
not merely “simple human sympathy"; rather, such 


activity is carried out within the realm of truth. Ethical 
concern for the neighbor cannot be severed from its 
theoretical basis, which is community with God and 
knowledge of God “in the truth” (cf. v. 11: ht 6tov; 2 
John 1-3). 

That the “truth” practiced is made concrete in “love” is 
attested by the Christian strangers 3 who had an oppor- 


1 Regarding the construction papTvpovvriov froi; rjj 
aKijOtta: the verb papTvpeiv is used with the dative of 
the thing to which testimony is given (cf. John 5:33: 
“testify to the truth"). BAGD 492: “testify to the 
truth of you(r way of life)"; but this yields a tautology 
with the end of v. 3 (“how you walk in the truth’) and 
the end of v. 4, where the “imperative’ is implicit, 
whereas here the thought expressed is intended more 

in an ontological, indicative sense. Hermann Menge 3 
ethicizes: “because of your truthfulness’ (in idem. Die 
Heilige Schrift des Alien und Neuen Testaments 
[Stuttgart: WUrttembergische Bibelanstalt, 1949] 

384). 

2 The expression nurr'ov xowtr is an indicative 
paraphrase of Gaius’s behavior (against Bultmann, 
Epistles, 98, who reads v. 5 as an admonition); nurrit 
appears three times in the Johannine corpus: of the 
‘faithful and just’ God who is ready to forgive (1 
John 1:9); of the doubting, therefore not “believing," 
Thomas (John 20:27); and 3 John 5. Here the 
adverbial accusative refers to the actions of the 
Christian Gaius, and does not retain the meaning of 
“believing"; one should rather think of a translation 
like “faithful." This corresponds to the formula xaAwr 
troiij<r«t (v. 6b; cf. Phil 4:14; Jas 2:8, 19; Acts 10:33; 

P. Oxy. 1.119, 11). This frequently appears in Greek 
letters as the introduction to a request; hence the 


praise in v. 5, which goes back as far as v. 3 (cf. 2 
John 4), may represent the immediate background to 
the request in v. 6b; see Funk, “Form and Structure," 
427. Compare Ignatius's praise of the Smyrnaeans 
(10.1): “It was good of you [or: you did well] (icaAws 
ixoiijirar*) to welcome (inoie(aiitvoi) Philo and 
Rheus Agathopus as deacons of the Christ God. They 
accompanied me in God’s cause." 

Kol rotiro (“and even")—the reading tit robs (P 9J1) is 
an accommodation to the following (ivovs —takes up 
the relative pronoun and expresses an intensification: 
Gaius has shown himself hospitable even to sisters 
and brothers who are strangers to him. The clause 
confirms that the emissaries sent by the presbyter 
appeared as itinerant teachers or preachers who 
visited unfamiliar communities in order to spread the 
presbyter’s message; they are contrasted with the 
traveling “deceivers’ who contradict the tilaxi of 
Christ (2 John 7, 9). 
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3 John 3-8 


tunity to praise Gaius’s Christian way of life “before the 
church” (v. 6). ’ EkkAtjo-io appears in thejohannine 
writings only here and in vv. 9-10. It always means the 
local congregation or its assembly, not the church as a 
whole; this corresponds to 2 John 1 (xvpia) and 2 John 13 
(abtXtpfjs), where the presbyter refers to a local com¬ 
munity. The author is probably thinking not of the 
community of Diotrephes, even though it will be the 
subject in vv. 9-10, but of that of the presbyter, for v. 3 
has already spoken of the return of the travelers and 
their witness, which occasioned the presbyter’s joy. 

Gaius’s agape, as practiced toward the Christian 
strangers and attested before the presbyter’s community, 
consists in ■npoirep.itctv, that is, assisting, outfitting, and 
sending forth the brothers and sisters on their journey. 4 
The presbyter expresses a hope that Gaius will also 
continue to act this way in the future. 5 Such behavior is 
“worthy of God.” 6 The following causal clause (v. 7a: 
yap) explains why Gaius's action is fitting and worthy of 


God. It consists in the support of emissaries who have 
gone out “for the Name.” In the thinking of the ancients, 
ovopa and the person it represents, as well as that 
person’s cause, are inseparable. With the “name”— 
undoubtedly this means the name of Jesus Christ—the 
thing it represents is also present. 7 The cause of Jesus 
Christ, which the sisters and brothers serve, forbids the 
itinerant preachers to depend on the “Gentiles” for their 
sustenance. 8 The Christian community, because it was 
founded on “the truth,” is different from all other 
religions; it is—to use the words of the author of the 
Kerygma Petrou —a “third race” alongside the Jews and 
Gentiles. 9 It preserves its independence in part by the 
fact that its missionaries are cared for by their fellow 
Christians. 10 The situation has advanced beyond that of 


4 This is the only appearance of this word in the 
Johannine corpus; it is also found in the same sense in 
Titus 3:13 (combined with irnovhaicos), 1 Cor 16:11 
(with accusative); in the passive: Acts 15:3; 2 Cor 
1:16; Rom 15:24; the more general sense of “escort" 
is found in Acts 20:38 and 21:5. The combination of 
an aorist participle with a future indicative is striking, 
since the aorist properly describes what must have 
preceded the future action; however, on the basis of 
papyrus findings it can be shown that an aorist form 
can indicate a simultaneous action (cf. Brooke, 
Epistles, 185); possibly the aorist also emphasizes the 
confident expectation of the writer, as if Gaius's 
assistance is already as good as given (Brown, Epistles, 
711). The reading nonpros nponip.'pets (Codex C) 
exchanges the endings without simplifying the 
grammatical construction. 

5 The expression xaXm itouXv in the sense of “do 
right," “act rightly" is also in 1 Cor 7:37-38; Acts 
10:33; Phil 4:14;Jas2:8; 2 Pet 1:19; Ignatius Smyrn. 
10.1; Ps.-Clem. Ep. 3.3; cf. Ps.-Clem. Horn. 1.16.2; 
8.10.1; 11.25.2; 31.1; 33.4; 15.2.4; this serves to 
recapitulate the preceding ourrov stouts (v. 5a). 

6 The adverb Aftios with genitive of the person also 
occurs in 1 Thess 2:12 (roo fltoS); Col. 1:10 (ro0 

7 It is also found in combination with unep in Acts 
5:41; 9:16; 15:26; 21:13; cf. in the same line 1 John 

2:12; 3:23; 5:13. 

8 ’ Etfvocos appears in the NT only here (the variant 

tBvibv is apparently a secondary smoothing) and at 

Matt 5:47; 6:7; 18:17. There the “Gentiles." with the 


tax collectors, are identical with unconverted people, 
that is, non-Christians. The author of the Didache has 
another situation in mind in warning against “false 
prophets' who misuse their position for their own 
advantage, in order to enrich themselves at the 
expense of the Christian community (cf. Did. 11.3— 

12.5). In our text the traveling brothers and sisters 
do not appear as itinerant philosophers or begging 
priests who accept pay from anyone for their services 
(cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 295-96), but as 
missionaries who rely on the Christian communities 
and thus achieve freedom for their preaching, not 
being forced to rely on unbelievers. 

9 Kerygma Petrou 2 (qpcts Sf o! raivm airin' rpirai ytvti 
trefiopepoi Xpurriawoi: “But we are Christians, who as 
a third race worship him in a new way"); cf. Diogn. 1 
(eaip'ov tovto yivor. “this new race"); Adolf von 
Hamack, The Expansion of Christianity in the First Three 
Centuries (2 vols.; trans. and ed. James Moffat; 
Freeport: Books for Libraries Press, 1972) 2.300- 
352. 

10 3 John 8. The verb vnoXappavtiv (v.l. anoXappavuv: 
“receive"; cf. 2 John 8) is frequently used in a 
metaphorical sense in the NT: “suppose," “infer" 
(Luke 7:43; Acts 2:15); also for “reply” (Luke 10:30); 
however, the realistic meaning also occurs, as in the 
present passage and in Acts 1:9 (a cloud “received 
him*). It is possible that a play on words is intended, 
with Xappdvovrts (3 John 7); cf. similarly Acts 1:8-9. 
In this regard cf. Matt 10:10 (“laborers deserve their 
food") par. Luke 10:7 (“their wages"); also 1 Tim 

5:18; Did. 13.1. The ascetic lifestyle of the apostle 
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the early days of Christianity. One may suppose that to brotherly and sisterly love, all the more 13 because all 

Christian communities are widely distributed throughout Christians are obligated to work together on behalf of 

the country and can represent bases of support for the the truth. 14 

itinerant preachers. The Christian missionaries see 
themselves as distinct from the itinerant gentile philos¬ 
ophers. 11 They do not teach for their own benefit, but 
for the sake of the truth. 12 Therefore, they also lay claim 


Paul, who did not wish to be a burden to anyone and 
supported himself by the work of his own hands (1 
Cor 4:12; 9:18; 2 Cor 11:7), did not obviate, even in 
Paul's own thinking, the fundamental principle of 
primitive Christianity that, according to the Lord's 
own teaching, “those who proclaim the gospel should 
get their living by the gospel’ (1 Cor 9:14). 

11 This self-understanding is expressed in the demon¬ 
strative pronoun ot roiovroi (“such people," “people 
of that kind”). It refers to the preceding sentence and 
designates the sisters and brothers who refuse to 
accept support from Gentiles and allow themselves to 
be aided only by Christian communities (v. 7). 

12 Cf. Did. 11.6 (car fi) apyvpiov alrij ^fvbo-npotp-qTijs 
lari'. ‘if he asks for money, he is a false prophet") and 
11.10 (was Trpo<pijTi]s iibatTKwv rgv aXijBeiav: “every 
[true] prophet teaches the truth"). 

13 The particle ovv joins v. 8 to v. 7 and indicates the 
drawing of a conclusion. From the exemplary 
missionary activity of the sisters and brothers (v. 7) 
follows the Christian obligation (v. 8): ovv occurs 194 
times in the Fourth Gospel, but in thejohannine 
Letters only at 3 John 8, and in the secondary 
readings in 1 John 2:24 and 4:19; on this, see 
Smalley, 1. 2, 3 John, 352; BDR § 451, 1. Dodd 
questioned, on the basis of this very different 
attestation, whether the Fourth Gospel and the 
Johannine Letters could have had the same author 
(“The First Epistle of John and the Fourth Gospel," 
BJRL 21 [1937] 129-56). One can scarcely object 
that the Gospel is a narrative text and that this 
particle occurs most frequently in the "gospel" genre 
(so Brown, Epistles, 23), for ovv is also common in the 
Pauline Letters (esp. Romans), while it is rare in the 
Gospel of Mark. 

14 Verse 8b: Vvo crvvtpyoi yunopeBa rg ahjjffetp. The verb 
ylvtoBai (“become") often has the meaning of ctvoi 
(“be"), and can be so understood here: “so that we 
may be coworkers with [or: for] the truth," that is 
“show ourselves to be" such (thus Bultmann, Epistles. 
99; Schnackenburg, Epistles, 296). That means: we 
should bring to fruition what we in fact are, 
incorporated into the sphere of truth which is God’s 
reality. However, yiveoBtu can also have an inde¬ 
pendent meaning, as in 2 John 12 (“arrive," “come" 
to you; this corresponds to 1 John 2:18: “many 


antichrists have come"); also in the Fourth Gospel: 
becoming disciples (John 9:27; 15:8); becoming 
children of God (1:12); becoming blind (9:39); 
becoming healthy (5:6, 9), becoming children of the 
light (12:36). The word may be used to express a 
dear opposition, e.g., in John 16:20: “your pain will 
turn into joy.” If one begins with the idea of 
“becoming,” the emphasis lies on the unfinished state 
of Christian existence, and the indicative of being 
incorporated into the sphere of the truth is not 
understood as perfected. There is a further emphasis 
on the necessary activity of Christians: cooperation 
with the truth is a goal (ival) set as an obligation for 
every individual Christian, just as v. 8a expressed an 
obligation with 0<(>ciAciv (cf. also 1 John 2:6). For the 
expression avvepyo'i rg aAtjfltta cf. Ps.-Clem. Horn. 
17.19.7 (rg aXrjOtta vvvtpygrai). The word aAgfltia 
describes the revealed reality of God in which the 
human being can share, or in which he or she can 
exist (cf. cron in v. 3). When the presbyter tells the 
addressee, Gaius, that he “loves [him] in (the) truth,” 
their mutual relationship is determined by God’s 
reality (v. 1). Verse 12 shows that the concept can be 
personified. This can also be inferred in v. 8, and 
translated: “so that we may become coworkers with 
the truth” (the dative corresponds to the preceding 
avv[tpyoi]). For locating the presbyter historically it is 
not without importance that Papias, in his report on 
the presbyter tradition in Asia Minor, also uses the 
concept of truth in a personified sense (parallel to 
xv/uov): see Eusebius Hist. eccl. 3.39.3: ait’ avrgs 
napayivopevas [tvroAas] rgs aAt)0eias: “[the command- 
menu] coming to us from truth [herjself." “Truth" is 
not identical with Christian preaching, even though 
the context might suggest that interpretation. 

Instead, the language allows one to infer a personal 
character. One need not decide whether the author 
is thinking of God, Christ, or the Spirit (thus Brown, 
Epistles, 715; de la Potterie, La verite, “spirit of 
truth’), since in any case it is a question of commit¬ 
ment on behalf of God’s reality, which is understood 
as “truth." 
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Warning against Diotrephes 

9 I have written something to the church; but 

Diotrephes. who likes to put himself first, 
does not acknowledge our authority. 

10/ So if [or: when] I come, I will call 
attention to what he is doing in spreading 
false charges against us. And not content 
with those charges, he refuses to 
welcome the brothers and sisters [NRSV: 
friends], and even prevents those who 
want to do so and expels them from the 


■ 9 The assertion that Christians are obligated to work 
together introduces a transition to the description of the 
conflict that has broken out between the presbyter and 
his emissaries on the one side, and the community in 
which Diotrephes 1 works on the other. 


Excursus: Diotrephes and the Presbyter 

The conflict between Diotrephes and the presbyter 
is not merely an episode occurring at the margins of 
the church's history. It is representative of a funda¬ 
mental controversy in the earliest period of the church, 
corresponding to the struggle between Spirit and 
office, church order and the independent charismatic 
life. Walter Bauer's groundbreaking work 2 3 * rescued 3 
John from the shadowy status to which research had 
long relegated it and sought particularly within its 
context to establish the thesis that, contrary to later 
church opinion, “orthodoxy'' did not represent the 
theology of the earliest times. Instead, “heresy" existed 
from the beginnings of church history in many 
communities and provincial churches. Hence what the 
patristic authors asserted in their polemic writings was 
incorrect: namely, that heresy was nothing but the 
product of “corruption" of the original, orthodox 
teaching, or a “deviation from the genuine." On the 
contrary, what later appeared as correct, as the 
teaching of the orthodox great church, had first been 
forced to win out in a struggle against other theo¬ 
logical views and other communities who, in turn, 

1 “Diotrephes" occurs only here in the NT. The na 
(“child of Zeus") indicates Greek roots; it is fre¬ 
quently attested in ancient literature. Cf. the 
examples in BAGD 199. 

2 Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy. 

3 Similarly, Wendt [fohannesbriefe, 27) assigns 

Diotrephes “to the trend of gnostic innovators" 

whom tile author condemned in 2 John 7 as ‘the 


3 John 9-10 


understood their own doctrine as orthodox. As is 
evident from the extensive tradition, surviving only in 
fragments but recoverable from the reports of the 
church fathers, the “heretics" were far more numerous 
than the “orthodox." The community in the imperial 
capital, Rome, was an essential factor influencing the 
outcome of these conflicts. From the beginning, Rome 
was the center and major source of strength for the 
“orthodox” movement within Christianity. What 
ultimately triumphed as orthodoxy was Roman 
Christianity. 

Walter Bauer attempted to demonstrate, on the 
basis of witnesses from various provincial churches 
(Syria, Egypt, Asia Minor, and Rome), that in many 
provinces of the church heresy was originally the 
primary, and orthodox Christianity the secondary, 
phenomenon. The demonstration was essentially based 
on documents outside the NT; an exception, however, 
was 2 and 3 John. Here Bauer believed he could 
demonstrate his thesis in the relationship between 
Diotrephes, who did not receive the presbyter’s 
emissaries (3 John 10), and the presbyter, who opposed 
false teaching (2 John 7). Thus Diotrephes is a heretical 
leader who knows he has the majority of community 
members behind him, 5 while the presbyter is the 
representative of orthodoxy who attempts to influence 
the community from outside and intends to assist the 
victory of orthodoxy. For Bauer, this makes 3 John 
“especially valuable and instructive for us in that it 
represents the attempt of an ecclesiastical leader to 
gain influence in other communities in order to give 


deceiver and the antichrist." 
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3 John 9-10 


orthodox development of doctrine. The nonorthodoxy 
in his teaching may have been one of the prime factors 
in his conflict with Diotrephes, who accordingly stands 
closer to the orthodox side. Up to this point, one must 
agree with Kasemann against Bauer. Of course, it 
would not be right to project the relationships within 
the later, legally organized official church into the time 
of 2 and 3 John. As Gunther Bornkamm has shown, 9 
while Diotrephes is depicted as ^lAoirpurewov ('puts 
himself first,’ 3 John 9), and while he undoubtedly 
occupied an influential position in his community, one 
cannot deduce from 3 John that he was a monarchical 
bishop. Moreover, the thesis that the presbyter appears 
as a “Gnostic" in his struggle with Diotrephes cannot 
really be derived from these letters. It is more likely 
that his opponents represented gnosticizing or 
spiritualizating tendencies contrary to the presbyter's 
apocalyptic teaching about Christ. From this point they 
would have developed a docetic christology like that 
which 1 John first presupposes as existing within the 
Johannine school, and then opposes in 1 John 2:18-27 
and 4:1 -3. This shaped the Johannine tradition in a 
gnosticizing, but not least in an antidocetic, direction. 

It was found at this stage by the fourth evangelist and 
reworked in his writing under the conditions imposed 
by the gospel genre. If this development within the 
history of the Johannine school tradition has its seed in 


the conflict between Diotrephes and the presbyter, it 
was only in the later stages of tradition that it acquired 
a definite form. 


The presbyter has written “something” (W) to 
Diotrephes’ community. 10 The little word tL refers to a 
previous letter. As I have already said, this was 2 John, 11 
which in fact is addressed to an e/cxA^o-ta (2 John 1: xupia). 
The attempt made by the presbyter in that letter to 
establish a closer relationship with the community was 
foiled by Diotrephes. Although he is not described as a 
monarchical bishop, he does, as the author says, wish to 
be foremost in the community, 12 and in any case he 
exercises so much influence that he can successfully 
defend himself against the presbyter’s authority. 

The plural tj/zas (as an ecclesial “we”) refers to the 
presbyter’s following. Thus the author of 3 John unites 
himself, as in what has gone before, with the rest of the 
community (v. 8: t/pt«i). But it is significant that “we” 
alternates with “I” (vv. 2-4, 10). One may conclude from 
this that the presbyter’s “I" also determines the commu¬ 
nity’s “we”; consequently the calumnies 13 that 


2) are enlightening. 

8 Cf. Kasemann, “Ketzer und Zeuge," 187. 

9 GUnther Bornkamm, “irpcrr/9vt," TDNT 6 (1968) 

651 -80, at 671, against Kasemann, “Ketzer und 
Zeuge," 173-74. 

10 That the letter was directed not to Diotrephes in 
particular but to the (whole) community does not 
permit any conclusions about the structure of the 

shed any light on the question whether, at the time 
that letter was written, the presbyter was acquainted 
with the community official Diotrephes. Cf. Brown, 
Epistles, 715. On the relationship of Gaius to this 
community, see above (at v. 1). 

11 See the Introduction to 3 John above. The copyists 13 
smoothed the text: the reading i'ypaypas (“you have 
written") presumes that the unsuccessful letter could 

not have been written by this author, who can be 
thought of as John the apostle. The same can be 
presumed of the reading eypaypa av (“I would have 
written’); for the contrary-to-fact construction 
supposes that the letter was not written. 

12 The literal translation of <pi\onp<aT(veiv, the verb 
occurs only here in the NT and is not attested in 
Hellenistic Greek literature. The adjective 
spiKoitpwros appears, with the same meaning (“eager 
to be first”), in Plutarch On Tranquility of Mind 471D; 


Solon 29.5; Artemidorus Oneirocritica 2.32, and 
elsewhere; the noun tfuAoirpurcia is in Porphyry Vita 
Plotini, and elsewhere; see the references in BAGD 
860-61; tpiXoirpuirta is in Julianus Caesares 319D. 

The verb may be the presbyter's own construction. 
That he thereby “disparagingly avoids or replaces the 
real title of Diotrephes, i.e., cmintoiros" (Bultmann, 
Epistles, 100), remains a suspicion without a 
demonstrable basis. In any case, the word (as the 
cited texts from Plutarch and Solon also show) has a 
negative, disqualifying tone: Diotrephes is charac¬ 
terized as ambitious: cf. also Windisch and Preisker. 
DieKatholischen Briefe, 142; Wengst, Brief, 248; Lieu, 
Epistles, 111. 

♦Auapclr (“to bring unjust accusations") appears only 
here in the NT. The verb is attested with some 
frequency in Greek literature; with 0Aa<r<pijpuv, for 
example, in Xenophon Hell. 6.3.12; also in Philo Som. 
2.291; Leg. Gaj. 363. There are numerous deriv¬ 
atives, e.g., pAvapia (as accusative with <p\vapetv) at 
Plato Apologia 19C; <p\vapos (“gossipy"), also 1 Tim 
5:13; cf. BAGD 862; LSJ 1945-46; Ceslas Spicq, 
Notes de lexicograpkie neo-testamentaire (OBO 22/2; 
Fribourg: Editions universitaires; Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978) 2.949. 
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Diotrephes utters in spreading “false charges’ against 
“us” have been primarily directed against the presbyter. 

■ 10 It thus appears that Diotrephes has rejected the 
presbyter’s claim. This is expressed not only in slanders 
but also by his refusal to welcome the itinerant “friends” 
and by his turning against the members of his community 
who make common cause with them. Diotrephes thus 
stands on the side of the presbyter’s opponents. 14 One 
may suspect that he sympathizes with the irAavoi whom 
the presbyter attacks, those who deny that “Jesus Christ 
will come in the flesh” (2 John 7), and that he is allied 
with the developing orthodox church tradition, 15 
although nothing further can be discerned regarding his 
theological views. In any case he has a strong position in 
his community, so that he can set in motion and carry out 


the “excommunication” of disobedient members. 16 In 
light of the presumed situation, when the presbyter 
announces his impending arrival (v. 14), it is—as I have 
already said regarding the nearly identical verse 2 John 
12—not a literary flourish but a serious intention. The 
presbyter’s purpose is to strengthen his own position in 
the community against Diotrephes, and to bring the 
members of the community over to his side. 


14 The word iniie\t<r6ai (as early as Herodotus 8.75) 
has various meanings: “to receive as a guest” (v. 10) 
and “acknowledge" (v. 9). Both can be expressed in 
the same English word, i.e., “receive." or “welcome”; 
in each case the issue is that Diotrephes permits no 
access (in the literal and in the metaphorical sense). 
The verb is a hapax legomenon in the NT; it 
corresponds to airolt'xetrffai (Luke 8:40; 9:11; Acts 

18:27; 24:3, and frequently); cf. Ehrhardt, frame¬ 
work, 169 n. 4; BAGD 292. 

15 Cf. also Bultmann, Epistles, 100-101, and above 
(excursus: “Diotrephes and the Presbyter"). 

16 In the NT the verb »/3aAA«ti> occurs primarily in 
connection with the expulsion of demons; cf. Mark 
3:15, 22-23 par.; 7:26, 29-30; 9:18, 28, 38 par.; 

Matt 7:22; 8:31; 9:33; 12:27, and frequently. In the 
Fourth Gospel it often has a neutral meaning: John 
2:15 (the money changers); 9:34 (the man who had 
been healed); 10:4 (the sheep); it is also said of the 
Revealer that he will “never drive away’ his own 
(6:37), or of the “ruler of this world” that he “will be 
driven out" (12:31: <«/9A7)07)<r<rai <(<»; cf. 1 John 

4:18: “perfect love casts out rear": «f<o /SoAAti). In the 
Johannine Letters the verb appears only at 3 John 
10. It describes the act of expulsion from the 
community and is analogous to the disciplinary 
measures of the synagogue in Judaism and early 
Christianity: cf. Luke 6:22; Matt 18:17; 1 Cor 5:2; 
Josephus Bell. 2.143; P. Oxy. 1.104, 17. One may 
question whether John 9:34-35 should be counted 
among these, in harmony with the “Johannine love of 
multiple meaning’ (BAGD 237); cf. airotrvvaywyos in 


John 9:22; 12:42; 16:2. In “expelling" the members 
of the community, Diotrephes anticipates the later 
church process of excommunication, but it is 
impossible to determine from this passage whether 
and how his measures were hierarchically based or 
justified in law by a fundamental community legal 
structure (cf. Matt 18:15-20; 1 Cor 5:1-5; Heb 6:1- 
10; IJohn 5:16-17; 2 John 10-ll;lngrid 
Goldhahn-Muller, Die Creme der Gemeinde: Studien 
zum Problem der Zweiten Busse im Neuen Testament unter 
Beriicksichtigung der Entwicklung im zweiten Jahrhundert 
bis Tertullian (GThA 39; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1989) 74-75. The problem can scarcely 
be solved by supposing that «/3aAAci is a “conative 
present" and describes an action that has been 
attempted but not accomplished (BDF § 319). This 
would explain why Gaius apparently is not one of 
those expelled, since the presbyter's communication 
would otherwise be superfluous (cf. Schnackenburg, 
Epistles, 298). But it is not apparent from 3 John that 
Gaius is subject to Diotrephes; against this 
interpretation is also that the preceding present-tense 
verbs «xi8<x«roi and moXvet describe a real event. 
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3 John 11-12 


Recommendation for Demetrius 


11 Beloved, do not imitate what is evil but 

imitate what is good. Whoever does good 
is from God; whoever does evil has not 
seen God. 12/ Everyone has testified 
(favorably) about Demetrius, and so has 
the truth itself. We also testify for him, 
and you know that our testimony is true. 


■ 11-12 Apparently the presbyter has a well-founded 
hope that he will be able to achieve his purpose in the 
community. This hope is attached to the person of 
Demetrius. 1 If he is some kind of contact between the 
presbyter and Gaius, he may (as one of the traveling 
“brothers”) be the bearer of this letter (S John). He is 
apparently supposed to clear the field ahead of time and 
discuss with Gaius the possible measures that the pres¬ 
byter is considering (v. 1 Oa). Demetrius is recommended 
in the highest terms: he is favorably attested by everyone, 
even by truth herself (aXtjdaa, “truth,” is here clearly 
used in a personified sense); that means that he is 
completely defined by the truth. The presbyter also 
affirms this, and those who know him know that his word 
is aXi/flijr; his testimony is not only “correct,” 2 but 
corresponds to the “truth” and can stand in face of God’s 
truth. 

The presbyter is using typical Johannine terminology 
here. This is true not only of the concepts of witness and 


truth but also of the preceding admonition, which 
enunciates Gaius’s duty to do what is good. 3 If he 
remains in the realm of truth and walks in the truth (v. 

3), this implies the demand that he reject every evil deed 
(cf. 1 John 2:15-17; 3:16-18). Christian existence is 
understood as “being from God.” Doing good is neces¬ 
sarily a part of this, just as, according to another of the 
author’s sayings, truth and love are united (2 John 1-3). 
Of those who have recognized the truth (2 John 1) it can 
be said that they have “seen God"; 4 they will also practice 
love and do good. By contrast, those who do evil show 
that they have not seen God and have not recognized the 
truth (v. 11). 

As was the case in 2 John 9, this passage reveals 
elements of a dualism that will appear more clearly in the 
later Johannine writings. This kind of dualistic thinking 
is combined with an ontological style of expression, as 
the idea of « Btov ttvai indicates; however, they are not 
conceived in a rigidly substantive fashion, but are 


1 The Greek name “Demetrius" is frequently attested 
in the NT environment (cf. BAGD 178); in the NT it 
occurs in Acts 19:24, 38 as the name of a silversmith 
in Ephesus, the ringleader of a group fomenting a 
riot against Paul. The Demetrius named here can 
scarcely be identified with Paul’s companion Demas 
(Phlm 24; Col 4:14; 2 Tim 4:10) (against Chapman. 
‘Historical Setting,’ 364-66). It would be difficult to 
demonstrate that he was the ‘leader of the opposition 
party’ together with Gaius (thus Windisch and 
Preisker, Die Katholischen Brie/e, 142). In post-NT 
literature he appears as the bishop of Philadelphia, 
installed by John the apostle (Ap. Const. 7.46.9). 

2 The word is interpreted in this sense by Wendt, 

“Johannesbriefe,” 29; also Schnackenburg, Epistles, 
300, who, because of the presbyter's authority, 
prefers the translation “trustworthy." The world of 
ideas in the Fourth Gospel is close in spirit to these 
verses. One may recall especially John 19:35 and 

21:24 (“his testimony is true”). However, this 
agreement does not furnish a basis for the thesis that 
the presbyter is identical with the (ecclesiastical) 


redactor of the Fourth Gospel (cf. Dodd, Epistles, 
168), for the fourth evangelist is also acquainted with 
this language. The “testimony" of the Revealer is 
“true” (8:14; cf. 3:11), just as his Father s testimony 
to him is “true" (5:32): something similar can be said 
of the testimony ofjohn the Baptizer (10:41); by 
contrast, the Pharisees' accusation against Jesus is 
that his testimony about himself is “not true" (8:13: 
cf. 5:31; more distantly: 8:17; Titus 1:13). The 
Johannine school thus reveals the use of the 
terminology of witness and truth in all the layers of 
its tradition (cf. also 1 John 2:8, 27). 

3 Verse 11; cf. John 5:29. Funk is correct as regards 
the form when he separates v. 11, as “parenesis," 
from v. 12 (“Form and Structure," 424-30), because 
the former expresses a universally valid ethical 
statement. In the existing composition, however, the 
verse is related to what follows it: the admonition to 
Gaius to do what is good (v. 11) is made concrete by 
Demetrius’s example (v. 12). 

4 Cf. above at 1 John 1:1-3 (esp. pp. 12-15). 
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intimately combined with historical and ethical content. 
The author is concerned not to describe a cosmic or 
mystical existence but to issue a warning to do good and 
avoid evil. It is true both that those who live in the 
sphere of truth, and therefore come from God, do what 
is good, and also that those who do evil demonstrate by 
that very fact that they do not belong to the truth. Since 
these ideas are expressed in the form of parenesis it is 
clear that what is at issue is not believers’ habitual way of 
existing; instead, each individual Christian has freedom 
to choose whether he or she will behave responsibly, 
according to the truth as revealed. 

This kind of ontologically founded dualism of decision 
is intensified by the apocalyptic trajectory of Johannine 
theology, something that is expressed in 2 John as an 


anticipation of reward (v. 8) and a realistic hope in the 
coming of Christ (v. 7). “Being from God” thus means 
being oriented to the coming of God, in the future sense 
as well. But alongside this, and no less weighty, is the 
enlightening of the present time: the truth given by God 
manifests itself “already” in the life of believers, in the 
agape they practice. The existence of a Christian is 
determined both by the “already” and the “not yet”; it is 
experienced and accomplished dialectically in time. 
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3 John 13-15 


Conclusion of the Letter 


13 I have much to write to you, but I [prefer 
not to write] with pen and ink; 14/ 
instead I hope to see you soon, and we 
will talk together face to face. 15/ Peace 
to you. The friends send you their 
greetings. Greet the friends there, each 
by name. 


■ 13-14 The conclusion of the letter corresponds word 
for word, in part, with 2 John 12-13, with the difference 
that it is not the community but Gaius who is addressed, 
in the second person singular. The language, here as in 2 
John, is rich in imagery. 1 The beginning deviates from 2 
John 12 by the use of the imperfect (I\ov (in place of 
txaiv); it describes the “duty” or “necessity” that the 
sender feels. 2 The indicative oi flt'Xai (“I prefer not to”) 
expresses, more decisively than the reticent aorist ovk 
c/3ov\7j07)i> (“I would rather not”) in 2 John 12, the 
author’s determination that the mutual relationship 
should not be relegated merely to paper. What is new 
here is the OT and Jewish fipijpij, which can be translated 
both “peace" and “salvation.” 3 The anticipation that the 
sender will soon see and speak with the recipient of the 


letter, as well as the greeting of peace, express the close 
relationship between the presbyter and Gaius. The fact 
that formulaic traditional material is used here 4 does not 
mean that the author’s expressed intention to visit Gaius 
is only rhetorical. Instead, what is stated here is an 
earnest desire for a personal encounter, intended to lend 
emphasis to the presbyter’s purpose. 

■ 15 The designation of the Christians as tplXoi (“friends”), 
which occurs very seldom in the NT, 5 is striking; it is 


1 These are not exaggerated expressions such as are 
frequently found at the end of written works (e.g., 
John 20:30; on this, see Bultmann .John, 697 n. 2; 
Str-B 2.587, on John 21:25: “reed’ and “ink” as the 
materials with which the rabbis wrote). The author 
really did use “paper and ink," or “ink and reed.” See 
the combination xaXapov teat \apvqv «a’t pc'Xay in 
Synesius Ep. 157 (p. 294B), or xaXapot and pc'Xay in 
P. Oxy. 2.326; cf. Plato Phaedrus 276C; Themistius 
In Constant. 31C. To pcX<u» is “ink” (in the NT. 
besides 2 John 12 and 3 John 13, only 2 Cor 3:3); the 
Greek linguistic character of this concluding verse is 
evident, among other things, from the fact that the 
word is used as a borrowed term in the rabbinic 
literature. Xaprijs is “paper," prepared from the 
papyrus plant; cf. Job 8:11; Isa 35:7. In the NT it 
occurs only here and at 2 John 12. It is possible that 
the “books’ mentioned in 2 Tim 4:13 included not 
only parchments (jupfipavat = parchment codices) 
but also papyrus books (Deissmann, Light from the 
Ancient East, 30; see further citations in BAGD 879). 
KdXapos originally designated the reed itself (Job 
40:21; Matt 11:7; 12:20; Luke 7:24) that was used as 
a stick or rod (Mark 15:19, 36 par.), as a measuring 
rod (Rev 11:1; 21:15-16), and as a writing tool 
(“reed pen," or simply “pen," or “stylus" in English). 
This last usage is found also in Ps 44:2 LXX; 3 Macc 


4:20). 

2 Cf. BDR § 358; this is also the motivation for use of 
the aorist infinitive ypapai (more strongly attested 
than ypa<petv, the “Majority Text’ reading); 2 John 

12 has ypaiptiv. Cf. Schnackenburg, Epistles, 310 n. 
148. 

3 It occurs frequently in NT blessings; also in the 
epistolary introduction at 2 John 3 (see above); cf. 
Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3, and frequently (with ^dpir); the 
concluding greeting in 1 Pet 5:14 (“peace to all of 
you who are in Christ") is especially close to this one. 

4 For oropa np'os oropa XoXtu. cf. Nuin 12:8 (YHWH 
says of Moses: “With him I speak face to face— 
clearly, not in riddles”); also Jer 39:4; and the magical 
text in PGM 1.40. Since oropa is used in close 
connection with raphia (cf. Matt 12:34 par., “out of 
the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks"), the 
same expression can describe both oral dialogue and 
personal encounter; cf. the English “heart-to-heart 
talk" (Brown, Epistles, 725); similarly in 1 Cor 13:12: 
“face to face" (Deut 34:10). 

5 The reading hte\<poi (A, minuscules) is a secondary 
smoothing. Closest to the present passage are 
statements in which Jesus names his “friends": Luke 
12:4 and John 15:14-15; cf. Acts 27:3 (friends of 
Paul). The verb (JuXcIv is not attested in the Johan- 
nine Letters, but it is in the Fourth Gospel: of the 
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more strongly Hellenistic Greek in its character than the 
other names given to the members of the community, 6 
and emphasizes the community-consciousness of fellow 
Christians. Not only is their existence defined by truth 
and love, but this fundamental character also supports 
their actions, that is, their mutual love (2 John 6), such as 
the presbyter hopes for from Gaius and presupposes on 
his part (3 John 1-2). The request that he welcome the 
friends remains quite general. It is in harmony with the 
given situation in the church’s politics, for it is apparently 
not yet definite who is to be counted among the friends 


of the presbyter in Gaius's neighborhood and in 
Diotrephes' community. That they are to be greeted (tar’ 
ovopa (“by name”), 7 without a list of names being 
included at this point, accords with this situation and 
characterizes the presbyter’s desire for a Christian 
community founded on agape, which bridges all distance, 
removes uncertainty, and eliminates conflict. 


love of God for the Son (5:20) or for the disciples 
(16:27); of the love of Jesus for his own (11:3, 36; 

20:2), and of the disciples for the Revealer (16:27; cf. 

21:15-17). In its content, it corresponds to ayairav 
(cf. 21:15-16, alternating with tpiXeiv): of the love of 
God for the Son (3:35; 10:17, and frequently) and 
for Jesus' disciples (14:21; 17:23, and frequently), 
and the love of Jesus for his own (11:5; 13:1, 23. and 6 
frequently). This interchangeability is not (yet) 
evident in the shorter Johannine letters, where the 
members of the community (2 John 1) or Gaius (3 
John 1) are the objects of the presbyter's ayairav and 
the adjective oyairijrdr is applied only to Gaius (3 
John 2, 5, 11; see above at v. 2). In repeating the 
commandment of mutual love the author also 
employs the usual ayairav (2 John 5; cf. John 13:34; 1 
John 2:10; 3:11, 23; 4:7, and frequently). The 
unusual description of the members of the 
community as (fu'Aot at the conclusion of 3 John is 
possibly explained by the ancient letter formula, on 7 
which Titus 3:15 may also rest (aairaaai row 
(fuAoSvras 17/mr ill triarti), something that otherwise 
has only been observed in post-NT letters as ol 
(fuAoSiirts iifrat and similar expressions (cf. Gustav 
Stahlin, >Afw, nr ATDNT9[1974] 137 n. 214). 

The expression ^(Aoi is parallel in form and content 
to the designation of the community members as 
Tiiiva (2 John 1,13) and corresponds to the 
indeterminate situation in which the presbyter finds 
himself with respect to the community, since he 
failed to achieve the goal he aimed at in 2 John. Both 
terms make evident, on different levels, that there is 
an intimate relationship between the presbyter and 
the community, but this in itself does not suggest that 
the presbyter wished to teach “an ecclesiola in ecclesia 
as the form of community supportive of it" in his 


writings (cf. in this regard, rather, the Johannine 
concept of agape, in the excursus on agape above: 
against Kasemann, “Ketzer und Zeuge,” 179). That 
the presbyter distinguishes a circle of “friends" in 
either the sending or receiving community who were 
especially close to him (thus von HarnacY, Johannes- 
brief, 13) cannot be read out of this text. 

E.g.,«A«ro.'(“elect”): Mark 13:20, 22, 27; Matt 
24:22, 24. 31; Luke 18:7; Rom 8:33; Col 3:12; 2 
Tim 2:10; 1 Pet 2:9; 1 Clem. 6.1; xAijroi'(“called"): 
Matt 22:14; Rom 1:1,6-7; 8:28; I Cor 1:1, 24; Jude 
1; Rev 17:14; fiyioi (“saints"): 2 Cor 1:1; Phil 1:1; Col 
1:2; Acts 9:13, and frequently; ino-roi (“believers”): 
Acts 16:1; 2 Cor 6:15; 1 Tim 4:3, 10, 12; Titus 1:6; 

I Clem. 48.5; 62.3, and frequently; ayairijTol 
(“beloved"): Rom 1:7; 11:28; 12:19; 1 Cor 10:14; 
15:58; lJohn2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1,7, 11; Jude 3, 17,20, 
and frequently (see also above at 1 John 3:2 and 
frequently elsewhere). 

Kar’ ovofia means “individually by name,” as in the 
papyri (esp. in greetings); John 10:3; Ignatius Smym. 
13.2b; I Clem. 43.2b. It is not presumed that the 
presbyter knows by name all the friends who are to 
be greeted. Ignatius Smym. 13.2b also has a general 
direction that does not suggest full knowledge of 
everyone's name; this is evident from the addition of 
iravrat (“everyone, each by name"). Haenchen 
(“Neuere Literatur," 303) points to the formulaic 
quality of the expression, which “can easily [sound] 
more personal to us than it is.” The presbyter 
addresses his greeting to the Christians who are 
members of Gaius's circle, who are known to him, 
and to whom he is requested to speak. 
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50:4 94 

51:3 153 

58:4 94 

61:3 159 

61:7 159 

69:14(13] 153 

69:17(16] 153 

74:13 240 

86:5 153 

86:15 210 

89:11 240 

90:4 235 

93:1 (LXX) 80,124 

105:3 83 

109:6 100 

114:5 32 

117:22 192 

118:25-26 233 

118:137 (LXX) 32 
119 xliii 

139:1 224 

139:4 118 

139:23 224 

140:5 (LXX) 32 

144:17 (LXX) 32 

1—9 147 

1:20 80 

8:1-36 11 

8:17 224 

8:22 147 

8:36 143 

12:2 125 

12:10 116 

13:5 80, 163 

13:22 125 


20:9 163 

25:22 147 

Song of Songs 

7:13 48 

1:3 224 

5:7 98 

6:9-10 53 

7:14 235 

8:4 235 

11:4 240 

12:2 159 

14:12-13 239 

17:10 159 

22:14 203 

26:10 29 

27:1 240 

28:16 81 

30:22 213 

33:15 94 

35:7 267 

38:3 125 

40:4 192 

40:6-8 59 

41:20 224 

45:5-7 26 

45:15 159 

45:21 159 

49:7 32 

51:9 240 

53 31 

53:1 15 

53:9 96 

53:10 115 

53:12 95 

54:7-8 153 

54:10 (LXX) 155 
56:1 83 

57:5 109 

61:8 146 

62:4-5 146 

63:17 98 

65:16 210 

65:17 243 

66:17 91 

Jeremiah 

2:2 146 

2:25 146 

5:1 224 

6:26 151 

6:27 224 

9:6 132 

9:23 83,224 

11:20 132 

12:3 91,224 


22:16 224 

23:13 98 

23:13-40 133 

23:32 98 

28 133 

29:21-23 133 

31:1 192 

31:3 153 

31:20 116 

31:31 243 

33:8 30 

38:34 94 

39:4 267 

39:6 109 

41:7 109 

52:10 109 

Ezekiel 

14:3 168 

14:4 168 

14:7 168 

14:9 98 

16:21 109 

16:37 146 

18:30 168 

23:39 109 

36:3 118 

38:1-23 138 

38—39 239 

38:2 239 

44:11 109 

44:7 153 

44:27 39 

4:37a 125 

7 239 

7:3 239 

7:4-6 239 

7:8-11 239 

7:9-12 164 

7:13 89,233 

7:21 239 

7:25 238 

8:10 238 

8:11 238 

8:13 238 

8:24 238,240 

8:25 238 

9:26 66 

9:27 238 

11:32 241 

11:36 239,241 

11:40 238 

12:1 238 

12:11 238 

12:11-12 238 











100 


Hosea 

2:16-20 146 

3:1 146 

4:18 146 

8:6 98 

13:8 121 

Joel 

3:4 (LXX) 164 

2:4 98 

Micah 

3:5-7 133 

6:5 224 

7:18 153 

Nahum 

1:11 237 

Habakkuk 

3:18 158 

Zechariah 

14:2 239 

AddEst 

4:17 242 

2 Esdr 

13:52 164 

19:8 32 

Judith 

5:20 53 

1 Maccabees 

1:43 213 

1:54 238 

2:15 241 

3:60 155 

4:30 159 

4:46 238 

14:36 92 

14:41 238 

2 Maccabees 

3:11 209 

3:33 153 

4:31 209 

4:34 209 

4:38 168 

7:37 31 

8:36 242 

9:5-6 116 

9:12 238 

11:10 242 

12:6 32 



4:24 118 

13:15(19) 89 

14:2 122 

16:7 39 

16:12 118 


18:29 225 

22:26 212 

30:7 116 

36:22(17) 225 

38:30 66 

45:16 39 

45:23 39 

48:22 125 

51:5 118 

Tobit 

3:2 32 

3:6 125 

3:15 151 

4:3 125 

4:21 125 

7:2 89 

8:17 151 

Wisdom 

3:9 146 

3:13-18 164 

5:1 80,82.124,163 

5:1-2 80 

5:7 225 

5:8 59 

5:15 18 

5:15-16 80,82 

7:22 151 

9:4 168 

9:9-10 225 

11:10 132 

12:10 204 

12:19 204 

15:1-2 32 

16:7 159 



18:16 


b / Old Testament Pseudepigrapha 
and Other Jewish Literature 


'Abot R. Nat. 

18 48,113 

25 90 

Adam and Eve (Vita) 

12 141 

36 66 

13-14 100,105 

29.19 90 

Apocalypse of Elijah 

32.9—33.10 240 

Apoc. Mos. 

2 100 

9.13 66 


Apoc. Zeph. 

4.2 

10.5 100 
Asc. Isa. 

4.1- 18 237 

4.2- 4 240 

4.5 237 
As. Mos. 

8 240 

8-10 239 

8.1- 2 239 

8.2- 5 241 

10.1 240 

10.1-2 240 

10.8 240 

10.8-10 240 

Babylonian Talmud 
Berakoi 

6b 124 


21b 48 

Hagiga 

14b 156 


2 Bar. 

40.1 

40.2 
48.50 

51.8- 16 

57.2 

59.2 
CD 

i.14-15 
iv. 13 
viii.13 
xiv,13-16a 
xx.9-10 
xx. 15 
Derek ’Eres 
10 

I Enoch 

5.8- 9 
5.9 
6-11 
8.1-3 
10.6 
10.7-16 
10.12 
11.7 
15.3-12 
17.6 
19.1 

22.4 
22.13 

38.4 


239 

239 

27 

166 

108 

133 

237 

133 

116 

213 

133 

113 

104 

22 

98 

140 

164 

140 

164 

237 

98 

22 

98, 140, 164 

164 

164 

27 
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40.7 100 

45.6 164 

47.1- 4 80 

47.2 37 

48.7 166 

58.3- 6 27 

58.5 51 

61.3- 13 80 

61.4 124 

62.3- 5 80, 163 

62.10 80, 163 

62.10-12 80 

62.15 163 

62.16 124 

53.1- 12 163 

64.2 140 

68.4 240 

69.26 124,163 

71.15 166 

94.9 164 

96.8 164 

97.3 154 

98.8 164 

98.10 164 

99.15 164 

100.4 164 

104.1 37 

104.5 164 
2 Enoch 

22.8-9 66 

8.3 66 

8.5 66 

29.4 240 

Ep. Arisl. 

41 256 

227 147 

229 146 

4 Ezra 

5.6 240 

6.9 166 

7.50 166 

7.87 90, 163 

7.91 90 

7.98 80, 124 

7.98-101 164 

7.112- 15 166 

7.113- 14 164 

9.19 166 

12.11-12 240 

14.17 240 
Jerusalem (Palestinian) Talmud 

QidduSi n 
1.7 (61b 

[1.61b,5f]) 178 


Jos. Asen. 

8.10 

Josephus 

1.43 

1.47 

1.52 

1.53 
1.60 
1.60-61 
1.222 
1.341-42 
2.52 
2.312 
3.5.3 
3.197 
3.197-98 
5.76 
5.94 


6.101 

8.227 

9.273 

10.50 

10.250 


16.135 

20.97 

20.169 


1.76 

Bell. 

2.143 

2.201 

3.459 

7.46-53 

7.323 

7.327 

1.20 


5.10 

5.12 

10.5-11 

10.8 

11.5 

15.26-32 

15.33 
21.22 

23.29 

24.30 

26.34 


18 


48 

48 

109 

109 

167 

109 

151 

92 

124 
92 
156 

92 

48 

48 

48 

48 

242 

214 

214 

242 

32 

125 
238 
238 


264 

115 

158 

213 

32 

122 

100,237 

86 

90 

98 

164 

104 

98 

240 


33.13 208 

33.18 208 

48.2 100 

48.10 100 

48.15 100 

48.18 100 

3 Maccabees 

4:16 213 

4:20 267 

5:26 209 

6:18 210 

7:16 242 

4 Maccabees 

1:22 21 

5:38 118 

6:28-29 31 

17:20-23 31 

Midr. Ps. 

22 32 (99a) 90 

149 1 (270a) 90 

Mishnah 


1.12 113 

Odes Sol. 

3.3 153 

3.8-9 18 

6.18 18 

7.1-2 22,153 

8.13 153 

8.22 153 

11.19 27 

15.2 27 

21.3 27 

36.6 66 

42.7 153 
Pesiqta de Rab. Kahana 

29, 189a, b 22 

Philo 
Abr. 

5 178 

50 153 

57-59 90 

129 167 

156-66 25 

180 225 

194 151 

202 22 

205 25 

Agric. 

40 167 

51 151 
Cher. 

43-44 102 

Conf ling. 

63 102 
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113 


67 151 

108 95 

171 167 

Decal. 

120 59,172 

153 59 

Del. pot. ins. 

147 84 

69 146 

143 225 
Ebr. 

30 102 
Flacc. 

22-23 38 

74 158 

Fug. 

58 18 

63 89 

Gig. 

9 91 

Jos. 

144 116 
Leg all. 

1.32 211 

1.65 11 

1.93 48 

2.81 156 

3.103 156 

3.124 192 

3.180-81 102 

3.204 32 

3.219 102 

Leg. Gaj. 

322 38 

363 263 

Migr. Abe. 

31 102 

122 38-39 

169 146 

189 113 

Mut. nom. 

138 102 

205 84 

Op. mun. 

23 38 

84 84 

Poster. C. 

15 156 

39 113 

69 165 

122 128 

135 102 

Proem, poen. 

68 110 


70 

80 

84 

Q. in Exod. 

2.39-40 
Quaest. in Gen. 
4.2 

Rer. div. her. 
93 
262 
285 
315 
Sac. AC 
14 
93 
Sobr. 

56 

Som. 


1.215 
2.273 
2.291 
Spec, leg 
1.18 
1.20 
1.188 
1.237 

1.299 

1.300 
1.301-2 
1.332 
2.30-31 


48 

178 

210 

84 


4.6 167 

4.49 128 

4.187 25 

Virt. 

204-5 102 

Vit. Mos. 

1.66 156 

1.96 167 

1.279 102,103 

2.134 38 

2.146 66 

2.152 66 

Ps. Sol. 

2.24[22]ff. 240 

2.29[25]ff. 240 

2.30[26] 240 

3.10-12a 113 

9.5 83 

13.11 18,113 

15.12 164 

17.23-27 239 


18.3 147 


1QH 
ii.31 
iv.15 
iv.18-19 
iv.20 

iv. 32-33 

vi. 29-30 

vii. 11-12 

ix. 35-36 

x. 20 

x. 22-23 

xi. 17 

1QM 

i. 9 

xi.4-5 
xiii. 10—12 
lQpHab 

ii. l-2 

v. ll 


IQS 
i.9— 10 
i. 10 

i. 11-12 

ii. l 1 

ii. l 7 

iii. 13-iv.14 
iii.13-iv.26 
iii.18-19 

111.20- 21 

111.20- 24 

111.21- 22 

iii. 25 

iv. 5 
iv.9 

iv.16-17 

iv. 19 
iv.20-21 
iv.21-23 
iv.23 



lQSa 
ii.l 1-12 
2QFIor 
i.8 

4QpsDan ar* 


133 

213 

213 

133 

225 

105 

141 

84 

225 

59 

225 

22 

22 

178 

26 

133 

133 

63 

63 


26 

105 

225 

213 

213 

140 

26, 101, 141 

141 

95 

141 

141 

213 

95 

63 

22,95 

95 

141 

104 

141 

95, 192 
203 

203 

204 
225 

84 
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66 

182 

185 


2.14 xxxi' 

5.20 204 

21.7 204 

1^2-13 xxxi' 

Theodoret 


Theophilus of Antioch 

2.10 103 

2.22 103 

Untitled Work (Bruce Codex) 
2(227,24) 18 

11 (247,17-20) 18 

19(261,4-6) 18 

e / Greek and Latin Authors 

Aeschylus 

Ag- 

1197 93 

Alexander of Aphrodisias 
De Anima 

162.32 18 

Anthologia Graeco 

7.378.2 146 

11.385 167 

Appian 

Romanae Historiae 6: 

De rebus hispaniensibus 
66 280 192 

Apuleius 

11.23* 156 

Aristides 
Orations 

42.521 159 

19 221 

687 53 


Aristotle 

Metaphysics 

11.7 17 
De mundo 

6 (399b22-23) 

156 

Nic. Eth. 

2.4, 1105b 
9-10 98 

2.5,1105b 
19-23 21 

4.3, 1124b 29 80 
5.1097b 11 17 

5.1169b 18 17 

9.2,1165a 
24-31 80 

Politics 
2.1253a 

3.8-18 17 

6.1278b 19 17 

Rhet. 

1.10 167 

Artemidorus 
Oneirocritica 

2.32 263 

4.36 213 

Athenaeus 

Deipnosophistae 

6.62.28 210 

13.602C 30 

BGU 

27 256 

38 256 

423 256 

846 256 

De officiis 

2.7 167 
C/G 

5119 145 

Comutus 

Theologiae Graecae compendium 
27 151 

Corp. Herm. 

1.1.4-6 27 

1.5.2 13 

1.6 18 

1.21 29,112 

1.22 153 

1.24-26 156 

1.26 225 

1.30 225 

1.32 112,225 

5.11 114 


7.1-2 121 

11.5 89 

11.22 156 

13.2 103 

13.3 91 

13.18 22 

14.3 156 
Demosthenes 

Orations 

3.3.4 123 

18.43 158 

19.1 37 

60.26 80 

111.3-4 80 

Dio Chrysostom 
Or. 

4.21-23 105 

4.83-84 59 

33.21 145 

Diodorus Siculus 
Bibliotheca historica 
2.9 66 

11.60.1 255 

13.104.1 255 

19.73.1 255 
Anthologia Palatina 

90 66 

Diogenes Laertius 
Vit. phil. 

6.69 80 

7.119 92 

7.140 13 

8.26 25 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus 

Antiquities of the Romans 

11.37.1 37 
Empedocles 

frg. 133 156,172 

Diss. 

1.12.1-6 153 

1.18.3 98 

1.18.6 98 

1.28.9-10 98 

2.16.44 95 

3.22.78 35 

3.26.32 95 

4.1.26 155 

4.6.23 98 

4.10.16 84 

Encheiridion 

31.1 224 
Moral Discourses 

1.9.7 242 
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Ion 

441-43 94 

670-75 80 

Iph. T. 

389 113 

Photn. 

391-92 80 

998 115 

Fermicus Maternus 

De errore profanarum relig 
20.2 22 

Gotha 

30.3 140 

Ginza R. 

5.187 116 

12.6 100 

13.286 116 

75-76 27 

77ff. 27 

175,1 Off. 27 

Heliodorus 


Iambi 

De 

Vih 


4.7 236 

7.12 35 

Herodotus 

2.104 243 

2.148.5 13 

4.28 155 

4.52 155 

8.75 264 

II. 

1.218 124 

1.287 256 

2.197 146 

6.409 145 

9.646 121 

10.94 121 

16.94 146 

16.437 135 

18.270 224 

20.131 156 

21.566 256 

24.464 145 

Od. 

2.365 145 

8.33 145 

10.573 156 

14.146 146 


15.245-46 146 
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Pliny 


7.92 

89,91 

Symposium 


Ep. 


Adv. log. 


2.4 

66 

10.96 

213 

1.92 

89 



Plotinus 


1.92-93 

91 



Enn. 


Sophocles 




2.9.16 

175 

Oedipus Rex 




3.2.15 

11, 102 

247-48 

209 



Plutarch 


Phil. 




£i Delph. 


104 

155 



393AB 

13 

1225 




Defratemoamore ' 

Stobaeus 




480D-F 

Is. el Os. 

175 

Eel. 

1.25.7-8 

84 



78 

13 

13 

212 



On Tranquility of Mind 

SVF 




47 ID 

263 

1.28.26 

102 



Quaest. Rom. 


1.121, 37-38 

84 



263E 

92 

3.1.65 

18 



De se ipsum citrc 

e invidiam laudando 

3.173.4-5 

17 



544E 

56 

Synesius 




De sera numinis 

vindicta 

Ep. 




553-54 

168 

157 

267 



555D 

168 

Themistius 




Solon 


In Constant. 




29.5 

263 

31C 

267 



Stoic, rep. 


Theognis 




16, 1041D 

94 

1.978 

118 



35 (1050E) 

168 

Theophrastus 




Polybius 


De causisplantarum 



Histones 


2.4.4 

167 



2.38.6 

80 

3.18.2 

167 



6.15.6 

209 

Characteres 




Porphyry 


5.3 

66 



Abst. 


frg. 4 

66 



2.42 

100 

frg. 8 

66 



Priene inscription 


Histona planatarum 



50.39 

192 

1.2.6 

121 



Pseudo-Phocylide 


Theophylact 




109-10 

116 

Nonnes 




Ps.-Plato 


46 

66 



Def. 


Velleius Paterculus 




416a 

93 

2.35 

104 



Seneca 


Xenophon 




Ben. 


Anabasis 




4.7-8 

13 

1.7.4 

224 



6.21.2 

104 

Hell. 




Ep. 


1.7.7 

121 



6.59.2 

22 

6.3.12 

263 



72.6 

104 

Mem. 




120.10 

104 

1.2.42 

132 



Prov. 


1.4.1 

132 



1.1-2 

153 

3.5.20 

132 



Sextus Empiricus 


4.6.6 

98 



Adv. math. 


Resp. Lac. 




2.33 

95 

10.8 

50 














Ste also children: of darkness; 


























133,187,217,218.219, 82,91,92,93.94.96,97, Torah 

220,221,222,227,228, 99,100,101.102.103, 48.98,147,224-25 

229,230,232,235,236. 104,107,108.122,123, trust 

237,242,243,244,248, 140,144,151,153,154, 81,132.159,174,193 

249,250, 253,254,255, 155, 158, 160, 182, 184, truth 

256, 258, 259, 261-63, 202, 203, 204, 205, 206, xxxviii, xxxix, 5, 17, 22, 29, 

264,265,267,268 207,208,209,213,223, 31,33,41,44,46,49,50, 

See also John the presbyter 225 55,65.67,77,81,99,103, 

proclamation —deadly/mortal 108, 118, 119, 121, 122, 

19,25,28,29,158,195, 18,32,94,199,202,203, 123,129,130,132,156, 

249 204,207,213,214 158.169,170,171,172, 

See also kerygma See also forgiveness 185,186,192,193,194, 

Son of God 195.196,206,210,211, 

repentance, second 17,19,39,44,45.68,71, 213.214,218,221,222, 

203-8 74,80,81,86,95,96,98, 223.225,226,227,228, 
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Category of biblical writing, 
key symbolic characteristic. 


l« 

i 

. I 
. I 
.. I 
.. I 


herrr'.enei^ 


nn r\ . 

* no n . 


(boundaries described) 


(trek through time and space) 



h r 

e ... • r.e\ 


■ rr.er.- . 

• rr.er.e i 
, err^enei^ 


e.. e..e 
e.. e..e 
e . e.. • 

• . e.. • 


hermor.oiK 
h 
h 
h 
h 


.. ^ 


Ruth 
1 Samuel 


1 Kings 

2 Kings 

1 Chronicles 

2 Chronicles 
Ezra 

Nehemiah 

Esther 


(lyric emotional expression) 
P° b | 

Proverbs 
Ecclesiastes 
Song of Songs 


Jeremiah 

Lamentation 

Ezekiel 

Daniel 

Hosea 

Joel 


New Testament Nam 
(focus on One) 
Matthew 
Mark 
Luke 


6 

(directed instruction) 
Romans 

1 Corinthians 

2 Corinthians 
Galatians 
Ephesians 

Colossians 

1 Thessalonians 

2 Thessalonians 
1 Timothy 



Hebrews 
1 Peter 


1 John 

2 John 

3 John 
Jude 


Apocalypse 
(vision of the future) 
Revelation 


Extracanonical Wrilir 
(peripheral records) 


Obadiah 

Micah 

Nahum 

Habakkuk 

Zephaniah 

Haggai 

Zechariah 

Malachi 
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